p T i oe A 
bt, pi A] 

E TN a 

gg 





hw» wre? 
- Li 


a 


Semmes N DRE DAY NE 


d 


& 





DONE 


written by Cassandre Dayne 


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is 
published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. Your non-refundable purchase 
allows you to one legal copy of this work for your own personal use. You do not have resell or distribution rights without the prior written 
permission of both the publisher and copyright owner of this book. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from 
your computer to another through upload, or for a fee. 


Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement is investigated by the FBI and is 
punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000. 


Disclaimer: Some of our titles contain explicit sexual content, graphic, adult language, and situations that some readers may find objectionable 
which might include: male/male sexual practices, multiple partner sexual practices, strong BDSM themes and elements, erotic elements and 
fetish play. This book MAY contain some of those elements. This book is for sale to adults ONLY, as defined by the laws of the country in which 
you made your purchase. Please do not try any new sexual practice, especially those that might be found in our BDSM/Fetish titles without the 
guidance of an experience practitioner. Neither Rebel Ink Press LLC nor its authors will be responsible for any loss, harm, injury or death resulting 
from use of the information contained in any of its titles. 


Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. All characters, places, businesses, and incidents are from the author’s imagination. Any 
resemblance to actual places, people, or events is purely coincidental. Any trademarks mentioned herein are not authorized by the trademark 
owners and do not in any way mean the work is sponsored by or associated with the trademark owners. Any trademarks used are specifically in a 
descriptive capacity. Final edits rest with the author of this work. We give them a bit of space. They are Rebels after all... 


A Word from Rebel: Thank you for purchasing this title. We support authors and ask you to remember that the only money most authors 
make from writing comes from book sales. If you like this work, please check for upcoming titles from this author via the link on our website and 
spread the word. If you see “free shares” offered or cut-rate sales on pirate sites, please report the offending entry to 
editor@rebelinkpress.com. Thank you for not pirating our titles. Pirates suck! 


Cover Artist: Carl J. Franklin 


First Edition 
©2012, Rebel Ink Press, LLC 


www.rebelinkpress.com 


Chapter One 


Simon Preston smiled as he walked down the darkened 
hallway. It was his turn to put the baby to bed and while he 
was bone tired he wasn’t going to let a little lack of sleep 
interfere. Pressing the back of his hand over his mouth to 
keep from yawning, he thought about the last few months 
and shook his head. While he and his lover had been 
working too many long hours, they were finally building 
something together and he couldn’t be happier. Granted, 
times had been tough both finally and psychologically for 
them and there was one point he truly thought they would 
break up. And then the very precocious and dazzling little 
girl Ashley had entered their lives and suddenly everything 
had changed. 

He could see the warm glow of a soft light coming from 
the cracked door of their bedroom and he licked his lips in 
anticipation. They hadn’t been intimate in... Shit, Simon had 
to think about the last time. Sadly, it had at least been two 
months. Well that was about to change. Stopping just 
outside the bedroom, he brushed his hands through his hair 
and checked his breath with his hand. A little garlic never 
hurt anyone, right? Simon couldn’t help but chuckle as he 
thought about Chad Murphy, a real man’s man and one 
stunning blond haired God. Since the minute Simon met him 
he’d been hooked and God their romance had been nothing 
Short of hot and wild. 

As Simon closed the distance to their bedroom door, he 
heard the Goth strains of their favorite band, Evanescence 
and could tell Chad was in the mood for more than just a 
kiss or two. His cock twitching, he pushed the door open 
slowly and was rewarded with not only the delicious scent of 
night blooming jasmine but the vision of his long time lover 
dressed in a simple crimson silk robe. Closing the door 
softly, he locked it before eyeing the intercom. If Ashley 
simply rolled over in her crib they’d know when given the 


modern communication system. Of course then both doting 
daddies would argue about who was going to make sure she 
was all right. 

“You look good enough to eat tonight,” Simon breathed 
as he yanked off his shirt, tossing the unwanted material to 
the floor. 

Chad couldn’t resist swaying his hips back and forth as 
he tsked his finger. “That took long enough. | was beginning 
to think | was going to have to hunt you down.” 

“Hunt me down, huh? You know how she gets when | 
read her Winnie the Pooh.” Laughing, Simon slowly moved 
around the bed. “Seems like the night is set for seduction.” 

“What, this?” Chad laughed as he darted his eyes across 
the bank of candles and bottle of opened wine. “Thirsty?” 

“Yes, but hungry too.” 

“We just finished dinner.” 

“Who said | was talking about food? Well, thick cock 
could be considered sustenance | suppose.” He loved the 
way Chad devoured him with his eyes. 

Shaking his head, Chad laughed as he sauntered toward 
the bottle of wine. “You’ve been working very hard and | 
thought it would be a good night to indulge, kind of like we 
used to.” 

“Indulge,” Simon breathed as he eyed the ropes secured 
to the iron headboard. “I think you mean feast. What’s the 
occasion?” Unfastening his belt, he pulled the thick leather 
out of the loops slowly as he admired what he considered to 
be the stunning blond pouring two glasses of merlot. Tall 
and thin, somehow his shaggy, shoulder length sun kissed 
hair and wire rim glasses suited his runner’s frame and long 
legs. 

“Well | do listen to you occasionally, no matter what you 
think.” Giving Simon a look, Chad handed him a glass of 
wine before he laughed. “The huge project you just finished 
and had approved.” 


“Well it wasn’t completely approved yet but close 
enough. We'll see what happens tomorrow when the 
President of Sheffield Industries comes in. Make it or break it 
time.” He had to admit, he was surprised Chad remembered 
anything. Between their work schedules and adapting their 
life to take care of Ashley they talked more about baby food 
and who was handling the next doctor’s appointment. What 
he hadn’t mentioned in passing was that if the project didn’t 
get the final approval stamp from the county and the okay 
from Sheffield, the architectural firm was close to shutting 
its doors. They’d lost three major clients over the year and 
couldn’t afford another let down. 

“Such a worry wart. With your talent and drive you know 
they’re going to love it. So celebrate.” His eyes twinkling he 
held out his glass. After they toasted Chad gave him a 
salacious look before licking around the rim of his glass. 
“Besides, | won’t take no for an answer.” 

“Who said anything about saying no?” 

Chad shook his head. “You have to be kidding me? You, 
almost every time I try and touch you, that’s who.” 

“You're right. 

“I’m always right.” 

“What do you want tonight? Soft or hard?” Simon 
grinned. It was their signal as to whether either wanted to 
engage in passion or play and if the ropes would come out. 
Given Chad’s frisky mood it must mean rough play. Thank 
God the baby slept soundly. 

As Chad drank his wine he kept his eyes pinned on 
Simon. Suddenly a dark cloud seemed to pass across his 
eyes. 

Simon had seen his mood change swiftly one too many 
times before. The man could go from happy to wallowing in 
despair quickly. In truth, he was more worried than he would 
let on, but given all the extended hours and additional 
stress Simon had attributed Chad’s swings as simply that. 
“You okay?” 


Polishing off half the glass, Chad set the crystal down 
softly and unfastened the sash on his robe. With a dramatic 
flair he pushed the thin material off his shoulders and gave 
Simon a sultry gaze. Allowing the silk to fall to the floor he 
beckoned with a single finger. “I’m more than okay except 
lm very hungry tonight.” Slowly Chad sat on the edge of 
the bed. 

From their first intimate act a little over a year before in 
the back on an overheated Limo one very dark and rainy 
night in the middle of nowhere, Simon had been infatuated 
with the man. /nfatuated? Hell, he was horny almost every 
time he thought of his hot mouth and what he could do with 
his lips and tongue. Tossing back a gulp of wine, Simon 
pushed the glass on the nightstand and closed the distance 
until they were only inches apart. Leaning down he captured 
Chad’s mouth, darting his tongue inside quickly before 
easing back and licking across the seam of his mouth. 
“Mmm...you smell damn good.” 

Chad exhaled slowly and fumbled with Simon’s button 
and zipper. Tugging Simon’s pants down below his carved 
hipbones, he inhaled deeply and licked his lips. “I think the 
scent of your desire should be bottled and sold. Just imagine 
how much money we'd make.” 

Chuckling, Simon yanked off his shirt and tossed it in 
the corner as Chad wrapped his hand around the base of his 
cock and grazed the tip of his finger up and down the length 
of his shaft. Swirling his finger around Simon’s cockhead, he 
inhaled deeply before darting his gaze up, forcing Simon to 
Shiver. God, he hated the awkwardness between them. 
“Damn. It’s been too long. | hope we can change our 
behavior.” 

“Yes it has and | want things to change, | really do.” 
Darting out his tongue Chad licked across the sensitive slit 
before tipping his head and gazing into Simon’s eyes. 

“And you’re going to tease me.” 

“My current plan.” 


“Just remember who's in charge here.” Closing his eyes, 
Simon breathed in and allowed the tingling sensation to 
send a warm swath across his body as Chad took the tip of 
his cock into his wet mouth, licking around in aimless 
circles. The man was damn good with his mouth. The 
thought almost gave him a series of chortles as he wrapped 
his hand in the man’s thick strands of hair, holding his head 
in place. 

Chad eased his hand under Simon’s balls, rolling the 
tender sac between his fingers as he took his throbbing 
erection down an inch at a time, using his strong jaw 
muscles to squeeze around the thick muscle. 

Licking his lips Simon breathed in and out growing 
fearful, given the extended length of time since they’d been 
intimate, he would cum too soon. Damn, if he didn’t want to 
make the night last as long as possible. “Your mouth is so 
good. Shit.” 

As if the words fueled his hunger, Chad relaxed the back 
of his throat and took Simon’s shaft all the way down as he 
pumped the base, his hand meeting his mouth. 

“Fuck!” Tingling, he shut his eyes and savored the 
feeling of pure pleasure. His legs shaking, he panted and 
tried to control his breathing as Chad repeated the move, 
holding his position with his mouth nuzzled next to Simon’s 
balls. The second Chad’s mouth clenched around his shaft 
like a tight vice he knew he was going to lose it. “Jesus... 
ohoh...what you...do to me.” 

Emitting soft moans around Simon’s dick, Chad began 
going up and down on the length of his cock, taking the tip 
and tracing it around his lips before sucking Simon’s shaft 
all the way down again. He squeezed Simon’s balls before 
easing his hand up the base, kneading and stroking as he 
continued sucking. 

Simon’s heart fluttered as he began using the power of 
his muscular thighs to fuck Chad’s mouth in long, hard 
drives. As he tossed his head back and a shiver slid down 


his spine, he wrapped both hands around Chad’s head and 
forced the man to take his deep thrusts. 

Chad seemed to relinquish control as he tipped his head 
slightly and gazed at Simon, his eyes locked on his lover. 

Trickles of sweat beaded down from his brow and 
slipped down his cheeks, pooling above his lips and Simon 
was about as turned on as he’d ever been. “Oh...ohoh... 
Lord...” While he longed to fuck the man, his lover and his 
friend, there was no way he could hold back the wave. 
Struggling as long as he could he could he bit back a 
scream, fearful of the noise. Suddenly stars floated around 
his field of vision as he continued his almost manic thrusts 
in and out until the force almost toppled them both over. 

Chad wrapped one hand around Simon’s hip and slid his 
fingers up and down the length of Simon’s crack before 
pressing the tip of a single finger inside his dark hole. In and 
out he pushed his finger until he just hit the tight ring of 
muscle. Inserting a second finger he flexed them open as he 
thrust harder, moaning around Simon’s shaft. 

For several seconds a combination of pain and pleasure 
coursed through his body until Simon could take no more. 
“T...can’t...hold it!” Hissing, he clenched his eyes shut as 
every muscle in his body tensed and he erupted inside 
Chad’s mouth. “Aaahhh...” 

Pushing his fingers further inside Simon’s asshole, Chad 
wiggled them back and forth as he continued pumping the 
base of Simon’s shaft, licking and sucking every drop of 
cum. 

Every part of his body on fire, Simon couldn’t believe he 
continued cumming in wave after wave. Jesus Christ, he 
hadn’t cum this hard in months. His legs shook involuntarily 
and he was certain he was going to drop to the ground from 
exhaustion. “I...oh God...” Licking his dry lips, he wiped his 
mouth with the back of his hand and panted, allowing his 
head to fall to his chest. The moment beads of his sweat 


cascaded down across Chad’s forehead, he couldn’t help but 
smile. This was too damn good. No, better than good. 

Chad chuckled as he released his hold yet continued to 
lick Simon’s cock and balls clean. Finally sliding his tongue 
around Simon’s throbbing muscle in lazy circles he grinned. 
“So damn tasty.” 

“So fucking good.” Exhausted, he fell across the soft 
bedding as he tried to control his ragged breathing. Minutes 
later he could sense Chad getting up from the bed and was 
vaguely aware the man was removing his shoes and socks 
and then his pants. There was no way Simon could move. As 
he lay panting, the feel of Chad’s hands rubbing his aching 
back was nothing short of delicious. “Feels good. I’ve missed 
your touch.” 

“Good. And just think, we’re not done yet,” Chad 
breathed as he dipped his head and kissed down the length 
of Simon’s spine before licking from one hipbone across to 
the other. “Crawl up on the bed so | can massage all of you.” 

“Mmm...” But Simon couldn’t move. The incredible 
feeling of being completely relaxed and sated kept him 
down for the count. 

Crack! Slap! 

Gasping, the almost harsh series of blows grabbed 
Simon’s attention and while he didn’t think the noise could 
be heard over the music, he wasn’t sure he wanted to risk 
it. Jerking around he gazed into Chad’s twinkling eyes. 
“What?” 

“I’m in charge to night for a change and either do what | 
Say or receive severe punishment.” 

While Simon was sure he was playing and in a way he 
wanted nothing more than to see if his lover would follow 
through on his threat, he thought better of it and crawled to 
the center of the bed. 

“Uh-huh. | can see how well you follow orders. Is that 
why work has been so tough on you lately?” 


There was something playful and yet dangerous about 
Chad’s tone and it only proved to excite Simon to the point 
he was willing to do anything the man wanted. “You're on 
fire tonight.” 

“I asked you a direct question. Need | use your belt on 
that sexy ass of yours?” 

A series of electric jolts raced through his body at the 
thought. “What do you want me to do?” 

“What | say.” As Chad climbed back onto the bed he 
lifted Simon’s arm. 

“Shit!” Simon realized the man was going to shackle 
him. He was always the top over Chad in the darker 
playtimes of their relationship, so the surprise was very 
intriguing and proved to force his cock to twitch already. He 
lay still yet turned his head to watch Chad secure first one 
wrist and then the other. 

Patting Simon on the ass, Chad chuckled and moved so 
that his body was resting on Simon’s hips. He placed his 
hands on Simon’s upper back and massaged slowly, 
scrunching his lover’s tense muscles between his hands. 
“You're very tight. You need to learn how to relax.” 

“Ha. Coming from the man who takes no days off.” 
Closing his eyes, he breathed out as Chad’s expert hands 
kneaded and caressed his aching muscles going up and 
down the length of his back. Sighing, he wondered why in 
the hell Chad was in such a wonderful and passionate mood 
but he wasn’t going to say a word. This was going to be a 
very special rest of the year for them and tonight was 
perhaps a new beginning. 

“I know. You’re right and | want to make you feel so 
damn good. | forgot how much | love you. The lack of 
attention is going to change.” Tipping his head down he 
inched between Simon's legs, pushing them out as he licked 
down his spine, nipping the soft flesh of his back. 

“Doing a damn good job right now,” Simon growled, his 
voice barely audible. 


Chad continued licking down his buttocks and he rubbed 
and stroked his ass cheeks. Nuzzling his face into Simon’s 
ass he licked up the length of his crack, breathing a swath of 
hot air across. 

His body tingled as Chad continued his teasing moves. 
When he opened up his cheeks and darted his tongue 
around the tight hole, he struggled with his bindings. 
Swallowing hard, Simon could barely think as dazzling 
sensations roared through his body. Goddamn he loved to 
be rimmed but Chad almost never performed the intimate 
act. The second Chad’s tongue darted inside his asshole he 
shivered uncontrollably as his muscles constricted. “Sweet 
Jesus that feels good!” 

In and out Chad thrust the length of his tongue as he 
used the tip of a single finger to graze around the tight 
opening in lazy circles. He pulled back and slapped Simon’s 
ass before slipping his fingers into his mouth, wetting them 
and then nipping first one cheek and then the other with his 
teeth. “Should have shackled you a hell of a long time ago.” 

Simon swallowed hard and clenched his fist. This new 
man he liked. 

Easing a single finger inside Simon’s dark hole, he 
added his tongue as Simon moaned. “So good. | love licking 
you. Then just think about what I’m going to do to you.” 
Inserting a second and then third finger he hit the tight ring 
of muscle. 

Simon bristled as a tingle of pain slid down his back, but 
bit his lower lip, allowing his ass muscles to grip around the 
invasion. Panting, he opened his legs as wide as he could in 
a blatant offering. “Dear God... that feels good.” 

“Yes,” Chad continued licking as he slipped his hand 
between Simon’s legs, rubbing and caressing his balls. 

“Whew. You’re making me hard again.” Somehow he 
couldn’t help but smile. At Forty-two there were times he 
wondered if he could ever stay hard, let alone get hard 
several times like he has when he was younger, but Chad 


always managed to get him hot. He squeezed his ass 
muscles until Chad grunted and sighed in contentment. 

Chad chuckled and pulled back. “I need more control.” 
Using the power of his upper arms he pushed Simon up on 
all fours. “Much better,” he growled as he pressed Simon's 
head down. Gripping Simon’s legs, he pulled them wide 
open and patted his ass. “You ready for more?” 

“Dear God, yes.” 

“Then you'll have more.” Sliding the tip of his cock up 
the crack, Chad pressed the flat of his hand up and down 
Simon’s back. “Just like it used to be.” 

Willing his muscles to relax, Simon clamped his eyes 
shut and sucked in his breath. If the words meant what 
Simon thought they would he was going to be taken hard 
and fast and... 

Thrusting the entire length of his cock deep inside 
Simon’s ass, Chad shuddered as he gripped Simon’s hips, 
holding them both still as he exhaled slowly. 

“Aaaahhhh!” Tingling sensations rushed through his 
body as rapture and anguish became a heady dichotomy 
until he was unable to breathe. He clawed the soft comforter 
as he clenched his fists closed and tugged at his bindings. 

Trembling noticeably, Chad pulled out until just the tip 
was inserted. “You feel so freaking good but you’re so very 
bad.” 

Slap! Pop! Crack! 

Impaling Simon’s ass hard again, Chad pushed Simon 
further into the bedding before dropping his head and 
pressing a series of kisses across the back of his sweaty 
neck. “More?” 

“Hell yeah,” Simon whispered. 

He repeated the move as they both grunted and Chad 
swayed back and forth, dragging the tip of his cock across 
Simon’s prostate. 

The shift instantly forced his cock at attention and 
Simon hissed as he clenched his eyes shut. Nothing felt this 


exciting. “Yes...God...” 

In and out Chad slammed his cock, each move harder 
than the one before until the bed shifted and the iron posts 
beat against the back wall, causing them both to laugh. 
“Thank God...Ashley has no...idea what her daddies are 
doing,” he panted. 

Simon smiled and fell into the special place of peace as 
his ass muscles clenched tightly around the tight invasion, 
drawing Chad’s dick even deeper inside. 

“Lord, you’re going to make me cum too fast.” 

“Just like you did to me.” He heard scraping noises as he 
struggled with his bindings, meeting every hard thrust with 
one of his own until he knew Chad wasn’t going to be able 
to hold it any longer. Squeezing his muscles as hard as he 
could, he grinned in satisfaction when he heard Chad 
hissing, his breath strangled. 

“Oooohhh...aaahhhh!” Chad clawed Simon’s tender 
flesh as he panted and dropped his head, bubbles of saliva 
trickling down over Simon’s back. “You make...me so...damn 
hot.” 

“I’m glad.” Simon sighed and closed his eyes and 
thought of a wonderful surprise. The question was when. 


KKK K 


Somehow the coffee tasted better this morning. The sun 
was just a little bit brighter. Simon watched as Chad made 
their baby breakfast, admiration filling the back of his mind. 
This was almost perfect. 

“Now that’s a look. Something like the cat that ate the 
canary,” Chad said with mischief in his voice as he stirred a 
bowl of oatmeal. 

“I can’t quite help myself. It’s a beautiful day today and 
it’s Friday and we have nothing in particular planned this 
weekend,” Simon breathed as he watched Chad attempting 
to give Ashley a bite of what he considered disgusting gruel. 


“We don’t have anything planned do we?” Chuckling, he 
grabbed a glass and reached into the refrigerator for a 
carton of juice. Pouring a hefty amount he sighed. “She 
hates that stuff.” 

“But it’s so good for her. She’s a growing pup.” 

“You make her sound like a dog.” 

Snagging a towel off the counter Chad pitched it in 
Simon’s direction causing a fit of giggles to erupt from 
Ashley’s mouth. Chad stole a glance before giving Ashley a 
loopy look. “No. We don’t and keep it that way. | thought we 
could take Ashley to the park and maybe let her pet the 
rabbits. You know they’re her favorite.” 

“Rabbits? Isn’t she a bit young for that?” Gulping his 
juice, Simon glanced at the kitchen clock and groaned. 
Today was one day he didn’t need to be late to work. 

“She’s almost six months and she had a mind and you 
know how she loves little creatures. Don’t you, baby girl?” 
Swirling the spoon Chad made airplane sounds as he moved 
the object back and forth in front of her mouth. 

Clapping her little hands together, she booed and cooed 
as she tried to grab the spoon. 

“You keep on like that and she’ll be terrified of spoons 
forever,” Simon teased, his eyes twinkling. There was no 
doubt Chad loved the little girl. They were lucky finding a 
Surrogate who allowed them her services and it had all 
happened so quickly that some days Simon couldn’t help 
but thank God. The woman was a Godsend in so many 
ways. Now that the adoption was almost final they could 
breathe easily and be a happy family. 

Lifting three fingers Chad smiled. “Take that, big fella.” 

“Just wait until she’s old enough to figure all of this out. 
Then you'll be the one getting in trouble.” 

“Promises, promises.” 

Simon put his coffee cup and glass in the dishwasher 
and eyed his briefcase. “Do you mind dropping her off at the 
sitters this morning? The owner of Sheffield Industries is 


coming in to give final or not so final approval of the plans 
promptly at nine.” Dear God he prayed he could really have 
something to celebrate over the weekend. 

“No problem. | need to pick up a couple things from a 
supply house on my way into work anyway. l'Il get her this 
afternoon too if that would be helpful. Coochy coochy coo,” 
Chad cooed as he made a face. 

Ashley slapped her hand out and managed to hit Chad 
square in the nose with a splat of oatmeal. 

Bursting into laughter Simon shook his head. “Told ya 
she hates the stuff. That would be wonderful if you would.” 

“Such the comedian,” Chad said through clenched 
teeth. Sighing, he eased toward the counter and grabbed a 
paper towel, wiping the goo from his face. 

“And you love it.” Simon moved around the island and 
dropped a kiss on the top of Ashley’s head. “Be good for 
daddy.” 

Lifting her head she smiled and pursed her mouth. 

“God she’s so damn precious.” He kissed her mouth 
before turning toward Chad and kissing him softly on the 
lips. “Thank you for last night.” 

“Mmmm... Maybe a repeat session tonight?” Chad’s 
eyes twinkled. 

“Session now? Said like a prizefighter and maybe. Only 
if you’re a good boy and I'm in charge.” Giving Chad a 
mischievous grin he grabbed his briefcase, keys and headed 
out the door. This was going to be a good day. 


KKK 


“Thank God you're not late!” 

Simon eyed the buxom blond and groaned as he strolled 
toward his office. “I don’t like that tone, Megan. Please don’t 
tell me something is wrong with the presentation.” 

“Other than | can’t get the damn projector to work, 
everything is fine,” she said through clenched teeth as she 


walked quickly, trying to keep up with him. 

“If that’s all it is then | can handle it. Has Mr. Sheffield 
arrived yet?” A quick glance at his watch told him he should 
have a solid fifteen minutes before he had to worry. 

“They called from their car. Should be here in less than 
ten minutes.” 

Striding into his office Simon threw down his briefcase. 
“Shit. Then when they come in take them to the breakfast 
area and ply them with beverages. | don’t care what you 
have to do. l'Il finish getting everything ready.” Why did all 
the electronics seem to break down where there was a very 
important presentation? 

Smiling, Megan nodded. “That | can do too. If Mr. 
Sheffield is bringing that sexy son of his then l'Il manage to 
keep him busy for awhile.” Giving Simon a pouty look she 
headed for the hallway. 

“You're incorrigible.” His heart racing, he gripped the 
edge of his desk and breathed in and out. You can do this. 
Everyone is counting on you. The sad thing is that they 
were. Even two of their senior architects had left during the 
middle of the project seeing the writing on the wall as they 
said. What writing? All he could see was muck from the 
mudslinging lately. While he’d thought about infusing some 
capital if he had to, in truth he wanted to have this happen 
the right way - even if he had to work longer hours. 

Brushing his hand through his hair, he straightened to 
his full height and headed for the large conference room just 
as his phone beeped indicating a text message. As he 
entered the room he looked at the display and couldn’t help 
but smile. Good luck. God, just when he needed some 
encouragement Chad was there. Now, he could do this. 
Everything had been put in place the day before and it was 
simply supposed to be an easy presentation showing the 
new concept for the performing arts convention center. 
Rawlings, Fetter & Associates was the leading contender for 
the job and since Fetter was no longer getting along with 


” 


Rawlings, Simon hoped Preston might be added as another 
name if all went well. That was the trouble, if all went well. 

Between delays in county approvals and continued 
budget constraints there was talk that old Mr. Sheffield 
wasn’t moving forward with the project. If that happened 
then Simon’s life was going into the toilet fast. 

Sighing, he prayed to some God he really didn’t believe 
in, and jiggled the connection switch to the projector hoping 
what he considered a well-used piece of equipment would 
have a better day. Hissing, it wasn’t working so he did the 
next best thing. Simon slapped the shit out of it. Lo and 
behold the piece of steel and plastic whirred into response. 
Breathing out, he flipped on his laptop and waited as it 
purred into activity. 

Simon could hear voices coming from down the hall and 
knew that meant the visitors had arrived. If anyone could 
keep the two men occupied for a few minutes it was their 
resident vixen Megan. Smiling, he clicked on the 
presentation before turning on the spotlight on the opposite 
wall and couldn’t help but feel pride in the design. He’d 
worked freaking night and day for almost three months 
getting the drawing right and it was the best plan he’d ever 
done. Hands down. 

Fiddling with the projector’s controls he finally managed 
to maneuver the lens perfectly into focus and nodded. “I’m 
ready.” 

When the two men finally moved down the hall Simon 
stood waiting at the window. He didn’t want to seem too 
eager but hell as the sweat nearly poured down his back he 
hoped he didn’t sound like a scraping teenager begging for 
his first job at the local five and dime. How old are you, 
buddy? Thinking of Chad’s words in jest gave him comfort. 
He turned just as the two men were ushered in. 

“Simon, your guests have arrived,” Megan nearly purred 
as she winked behind the two men. 


Simon walked toward them slowly holding out his hand. 
He was honored his boss was even allowing him to handle 
the presentation himself. Granted, there was no doubt 
Buddy Rawlings was waiting with baited breath behind his 
office door, probably already having a scotch and water but 
this was much more relaxing to some degree. “Gentleman, 
thank you for coming.” 

“Unfortunately we don’t have as much time as we 
initially thought so we’ll have to begin right away,” the 
younger man said as he darted his eyes toward the plans. 

Could Simon see disdain in the guy’s eyes? Cringing, he 
simply shook their hands. “That’s no problem, we’re ready.” 

“Sandy, we'll make the time,” the older man 
commented. “I’m Ray Sheffield and | understand from your 
lovely assistant that you have a wonderful presentation for 
us.” Shaking Simon’s hand, his grey eyes twinkled. 

Wanting to do a high five, instead Simon reminded 
himself to give Megan a much deserved raise. “I do. Please 
sit down and allow me to tell you the plan for the Sasha 
Sheffield Center for the Performing Arts.” As soon as he said 
the name he could see the old man softening. It had been a 
true gamble and one he’d had more than argument with 
Buddy over, but as a single tear slipped from Ray’s eye 
Simon knew he was right. 

“My daughter would be honored,” Ray whispered. “I’m 
sure she’s smiling down from the heavens right about now. 
Please continue.” 

As Simon went through the presentation, stopping on all 
the most creative additions that were his ideas solely, he 
could hear his heart thudding in his chest and the din of 
echoes ringing in his ears. There was no doubt by the end of 
this he was going to throw up. 

“And in conclusion we believe you can manage to come 
in under budget and on time even given the situation with 
the county. You’ll be able to have a portion of the building 
open at a time allowing for participation earlier than 


anticipated.” Simon ended with a lilt in his voice but when 
neither man said anything for two full minutes he knew he 
was doomed. 

“If you don’t mind I'd like to talk with my son for just a 
few minutes,” Ray said casually. 

“Of course. l'Il just be outside.” As Simon walked out 
and closed the door he knew he was dead in the water. He 
could feel everyone in the office watching and waiting and 
somehow he couldn’t look down the long hallway. For some 
reason he couldn’t get the thought and vision of walking 
down a plank to jump to his death. He clenched his eyes 
shut and willed the ugly thoughts away. 

Minutes ticked by and with each new one hitting the 
clock Simon was barely able to stand up straight. He 
managed to gulp down some water and grab a paper towel, 
wiping the sweat from his brow and curiously everyone who 
had been stealing glances out their office doors were now 
safely behind closed doors. They all knew he was toast. 

As the door clicked open Simon steeled his nerves and 
put on a plastic smile. Might as well keep some dignity as 
they left and dragged him into the pits of hell. “Mr. 
Sheffield?” 

Ray and Sandy walked out of the conference room with 
Sandy wearing a smirk. Ray held out his hand and nodded. 
“|I left a folder in the room for you. | think you'll find 
everything you need. Thank you for your presentation. It 
was lovely.” 

Lovely? What kind of word was lovely? The kind that 
means don’t let the door hit you in your ass. Nodding, 
Simon kept the smile as his face started to hurt. “You’re 
very welcome.” As he watched them walk out he envisioned 
going to a bar and drinking himself into a stupor. He waited 
until they walked out before moving back into the 
conference room, his legs shaking. Eyeing the folder he was 
almost afraid to touch the damn thing but knew he had to. 


He slid into the chair and opened the stiff cardboard 
Slowly. “What?” Blinking furiously he had to wipe his eyes to 
figure out what he was seeing. Simon gasped and then 
sucked in his breath as stars floated in front of his eyes. He 
knew he was having a heart attack. “No!” From somewhere 
in never Neverland he heard the knock on the door and as 
he turned his head in slow motion he wasn’t sure what to 
Say. 

The faces of Megan and Buddy along with two of their 
senior draftsman stood wearing a worried gaze. 

“Well?” Buddy finally barked. 

All Simon could do was to hold up the check. “They 
already paid for half of it.” From somewhere Simon heard 
the squeals of joy and glee and all he could do was think 
about his future with the firm and with the man who filled 
his world. This was going to be the best day of the rest of 
his life. 


Chapter Two 


Taking the rest of the afternoon off was more than just a 
luxury in Simon’s mind. It was perhaps a requirement after 
the fabulous morning. Grinning like a kid he walked through 
the mall determined to make the purchase. He and Chad 
had been together for long enough and while their 
relationship was far from being perfect, given their 
arguments and changing needs, they were solid and the 
deal was a sign. As he stood outside the shop gazing at the 
beautifully illuminated pieces he sighed. So his bank 
account was going to scream bloody murder but right now 
that was okay. He would at least be employed for a year or 
SO. 

Simon was well aware of the fact that if he took this 
step it meant so many things. He’d had such horrific 
relationships, if you could even call the difficult and 
sometimes abusive two men he’d been involved with some 
form of a relationship. Why he kept finding one after the 
other he’d knew know. It troubled him he’d been thinking 
more about the past than the present lately. That wasn’t like 
him but as he swallowed hard another flash of memories 
almost dropped him to his knees. 

Slap! Crack! 

“When I’m done with you there is no doubt you'll never 
cross me again, you fucking freak! Do you hear me, you 
worthless piece of trash?” 

Slam! 

Stop remembering. There’s no reason to. No, of course 
there wasn’t. Chad Murphy was completely different. He was 
kind and loving. Sighing, he rubbed his tired eyes and knew 
that nothing was ever going to be exactly as he dreamed 
but Chad was in truth the love of his life and it had taken 
him a solid few years to be able to even think he could feel 
anything again let alone love. Thinking about Chad gave 
him a smile. Maybe he would call and tell his lover the good 


news. As Simon reached for his phone he laughed 
discovering he'd left it in the car. He was much more excited 
than he realized. 

He sauntered inside and waited patiently or as patiently 
as his “A” personality could tolerate. Eyeing the selection of 
rings he exhaled and shook his head to no one in particular. 
Simon liked gold and Chad liked platinum so somehow he 
thought titanium was in order and while the selection of 
metal was less expensive he wanted at least one diamond. 
To him a diamond signified forever. 

“Can | help you?” The older man stood wearing a gleam 
in his eye. “These are some of our finest pieces.” 

Brushing his hand through his hair Simon nodded and 
steeled his nerves. “Yes. | think | like that one. Any chance 
you have two of these?” 

“| believe we do. Let me look for you. Would you like 
them gift wrapped if we do?” 

“Yeah, | would.” 

Simon made it home around three thirty and was 
grateful he had the time to relax and prepare for the 
evening. As he unpacked the groceries he thought about the 
fact he used to love cooking for them in the beginning of 
their relationship. Of course that’s when they hadn’t found 
out of way restaurants to try as Chad so much enjoyed 
doing. They almost hid in dark and cozy places exploring 
their love. Chad could find the most incredible secret 
hideaways. Simon grinned as he licked his lips. Then again 
in those days they’d spent hours poring over recipes and 
purchasing the perfect ingredients, preparing the meal 
together while music boomed in the background. The 
memories giving him tingles, he opened a bottle of wine and 
allowed it to breathe. God, he almost sounded pathetic. The 
almost distant memory had been barely a year ago. Where 
had time gone? 

He could see a message on the answering machine and 
pressed play. Just hearing Chad’s lilting husky voice gave 


him the shivers. 

“Hey you. | tried to call your cell phone. Ignoring me 
lover? Just wanted you to know l'Il be a little bit late. The 
boss asked me to do one last thing. Already called the sitter 
and she’s fine keeping Ashley a little while longer. Do me a 
favor and have a drink ready for me. What a damn day. | 
hope you have better news. Did you get my text? See ya, 
sexy man.” 

Hitting erase, Simon nipped his bottom lip and grinned 
like a kid. Sexy man? Lord if his cock didn’t twitch from 
hearing the two simple words alone. Turning on some music 
he selected light jazz for the time being and took a few 
minutes to pick up assorted messes around the house. As 
he folded a pink tee shirt they’d recently purchased for 
Ashley he shook his head and rubbed his hand across the 
fairy princess, her favorite. Family. The word meant more 
than he could ever imagine. All he ever wanted was one and 
while he was gay the thought of having kids and huge back 
yard with trees and swings was something he’d forever 
want. With Ashley and with his decision it was all coming 
true. Tipping his head he said a silent prayer to a God he 
really didn’t believe in and smiled. There was no doubt life 
was so cruel yet so righting somehow in its almost 
horrendous path. 

Swallowing hard he thought about his mom and sighed. 
A single mother raising a boy alone in Macon Georgia, she’d 
worked three jobs to support them and never had a 
moment’s peace for herself. His mother never talked about 
his dad but from what Simon could glean the man had been 
worthless. Eventually Simon stopped asking. Then she’d 
fallen in love again and for a while she was very happy. Too 
bad the man turned out to be an asshole. The funny thing 
was the man really seemed to adore his mother’s little boy 
and for a while Simon considered him a father figure. 

If only he’d really seen the monster for what he was 
before it had been too late. Exhaling slowly, the ugly 


memories he’d managed to put into a dark cavern for long 
enough. Why he was dragging them out now he’d never 
know but it was time to let the dead rest. Maybe all the dark 
memories meant he was finally healing. Creating not only 
new life but also a wonderful family was the best revenge. 

At least now his mother was at peace and away from 
the pain and horrific brutality. Perhaps she’d be smiling 
down at him. He could almost hear her sweet drawl as she 
read him a story or acted out a play or two. God the woman 
had talent. As Simon walked back into the kitchen he 
thought about the brazen Southern accent he’d fought long 
and hard to get rid of. The truth was though you could take 
the boy out of the South but the South would always 
remains buried in his soul. The whispered words had been 
montage his mother taught him from the time he could hold 
a pencil in his hand and understand the meaning. Yet he 
hated the thought of where he was from. From the bullies to 
the bigots he was happy to be away from the atmosphere of 
hate. He poured a hefty glass of wine and smiled, lifting the 
stem in her honor. His mom had always been his biggest 
Supporter. 

Eyeing the clock he took a sip of wine and set the table 
before heading into the bedroom to change. A hefty 
selection of Disney movies, a whole bag of popcorn and a 
few fire-logs for atmosphere and he was ready to light the 
candles and celebrate the contract. Having a secluded 
weekend for the three happy musketeers would be perfect. 

Simon gazed at his reflection and grinned. The new 
black jeans were tight and perfect for his body, if he had to 
admit the fact in a court of law. He’d lost just enough weight 
he was back into his old, smaller size and was thrilled to 
death. Worry and frustration was certainly a weight loss aid. 
Brushing his hair he struck a pose and chuckled. “Not bad 
for an old guy.” Sauntering back into the living room he lit 
the fire, switched the music to an 80’s station and allowed 
the sounds of Bon Jovi vibrate the house. Grabbing his glass 


of wine, he nearly drained the contents as he danced 
around the expansive room and couldn’t resist singing at 
the top of his lungs. Jon Bon Jovi he’d never be but at least 
Ashley giggled and clapped when he sang. 

He stirred the spaghetti sauce and allowed the wafting 
odors of garlic fill his nostrils making his mouth water. 
“Going to be very tasty tonight.” Yanking out a box of 
noodles, he pulled out a cutting board for the bread and 
dragged the butter from the refrigerator. As he turned on 
the oven he gazed out the window. It was already dark, one 
thing he hated about the fall but the passing of time was 
inevitable. But damn if they weren’t expecting a rather 
harsh winter. 

Satisfied he was about as ready as he could be, for 
some reason he gingerly eased out the gold foil bag from its 
hiding place and set it on the kitchen table. Thinking better 
of his decision he grabbed the handle and placed the 
package on top of the refrigerator. Oh, who was he kidding? 
He could almost never keep surprises from Chad. The guy 
had even snooped in the closets last Christmas. It was like 
the man was a magnet to anything that had sparkle or 
money. Just given Simon’s shit eating grin Chad would know 
something was up. Where wouldn’t the man sniff? “Ah.” 
Snagging the bag he placed it in the laundry room. God 
knew Chad never went in there. He had to laugh. Domestic 
Chad wasn’t, but he was one hell of a card player and pool 
Shark was his middle name. “Take that, mister.” 

Simon was happy and as he grabbed his wine he 
headed for the living room. Gazing out into the cloudless 
night he concentrated on the stars and said a few words of 
thanks. Too many things could have gone wrong with the 
presentation and realizing the belief Ray had in him and his 
design skills gave him more than just pause. 

As Simon looked down at his almost empty wine glass 
he didn’t realize how long he’d been daydreaming about the 
future. Cocking his head he listened for sounds of any noise 


in the house before he checked his watch. It was almost six 
thirty. Chad was almost an hour late. No need to worry, he’s 
a big boy. It was true enough. Simon shook his head and 
headed for the kitchen, his nerves getting the better of him. 
Why was he jittery to ask the man of his heart to marry 
him? Oh he could think of about a thousand reasons. Only a 
few of his friends knew they were living as a gay couple and 
even at his job he had never openly flaunted their 
relationship. 

He had one set of extremely close friends who knew 
almost every detail, a/most about his relationship with Chad. 
Justin and Mary Matthews were fabulous friends and Mary 
had seen him through so many things. In truth it was Mary 
who kept bugging him about making their relationship more 
formal and hell she’d never even met Chad. Somehow 
something had always come up that they couldn’t get 
together and it was usually about Simon having to work late 
or over the weekend or on a holiday or.... Damn it! That was 
so going to change. What would his dear friend and college 
buddy say now? Married? Ha! Granted, Simon suspected the 
staff at least had an inkling he was involved with someone 
but given the nature of their relationship and the horrific 
work hours Chad had yet to come to the office. 

Even the office Christmas party, which was only a few 
months after he’d met Chad, was a mere luncheon only. This 
year though was going to be a different story. It wasn’t that 
he was ashamed but more that he learned a long time ago 
he had to be very private about sex of any kind. Yeah, that 
had been a hard lesson doled out by some football players 
who didn’t like the fact they found a gay magazine in his 
locker. One broken nose and two black eyes later and he 
remained to himself for the rest of the year. No one knew 
anything including his asshole stepfather. 

Then again Simon knew exactly what happened to the 
once rough-hewn men who thought football would take 
them into glory land. They were fat and living in squalor as 


they dreamed about their past glory. “Il am such an evil 
man.” As he poured another glass of wine he turned off the 
Sauce and sliced the bread. By the time he finished 
preparing the garlic butter and wrapping the loaf in foil it 
was almost a quarter to seven. Now he was getting worried. 
Grabbing his phone he dialed Chad’s number and in truth 
was surprised the call went straight to voice mail, which 
meant Chad’s phone was turned off. Hmmm... Chad lived 
and died by his phone and was the texting King of the block. 
This didn’t bode well at all for his nerves. There had to be a 
reasonable explanation. Refusing to leave a message 
because he knew the teasing he was going to get, Simon hit 
end and stared down at the phone willing it to ring. 

“Of course.” Ashley loved to play with his phone and 
sometimes they allowed her to punch the buttons to calm 
her down. He had a sinking suspicion the girl was going to 
work for Apple one day if not run the place. Biting his lower 
lip, Simon paced the kitchen and sipped his wine and then 
paced some more. It was more about the ugly sixth sense 
than anything and he hated himself for worrying. Snapping 
his fingers he had an idea. Striding to the little kitchen desk 
nestled in the corner of the room scanned the bulletin board 
until he found Maria’s phone number. They’d interviewed 
almost twenty baby sitters before finding the right one. The 
spunky woman came with several recommendations and 
had a background in teaching so Maria was perfect and 
lived only a few miles from their house. 

“Maria, it’s Simon Preston.” Tapping his foot on the 
kitchen floor his kept his eyes on the window searching for 
any headlights. Chad would hate to know he was being 
checked up on. “I’m fine. How are you and the twins? Ah... 
that’s great.” What if Chad stopped for a bottle of 
champagne? That would be so like him and their local 
grocery store had one of the old timey electric horses for 
kids. And it would also be so very much like Chad to allow 
her to ride more than one time. “I was just making sure that 


Chad picked up Ashley this afternoon. | must admit with 
something | had to finish at work | was terrified we got our 
wires crossed.” Yeah, a pony ride wasn’t what she needed 
just before dinner but she’d be in a good mood anyway. 

“Oh he did? That’s great. About what time was that? I’m 
preparing a surprise dinner.” He glanced at his watch for the 
tenth time. It was just after seven. “Oh, almost an hour ago. 
Okay. No, that’s what | needed to know and thank you very 
much. Have a wonderful weekend.” Sucking in his breath, 
he laid the phone down and licked his lips before calculating 
the distance from Maria’s house to the local grocery store 
and home. Granted he had to throw in the fact it was Friday 
and not only would there be more traffic but the store would 
likely be packed but even given a few minutes to spare 
Chad was late. 

“This is ridiculous.” He paced for another five minutes 
before yanking the phone up and dialing Chad’s number 
again. “I’m going to guess you and our daughter are doing 
something sinful and spicy but I’m kind of getting worried so 
do me a favor and give me a quick ring. Kinda have dinner 
going you know.” Holding the phone to his head he walked 
back to the window and seeing headlines coming down the 
street he smiled. This has to be them. When the car rolled 
by at a fast clip, much too fast, he started thinking about a 
car accident. “Fuck...no. It can’t be it...” Simon shook his 
head. God, he was pathetic. 

Sniffing, he casually dialed Mary’s number hoping his 
voice didn’t have a ridiculous sounding ring to it. “Hey Mary, 
it’s Simon.” 

“You're calling me on a Friday night,” Mary laughed. 
“What’s up?” 

“Just wondering if by any chance Chad stopped by.” 

“Chad stop by here? Honey, | don’t think so. I’m not 
even sure he knows where we live. Did you guys have a 
fight or something?” 


Simon closed his eyes. “No, just the opposite cause he 
figured we might be celebrating and I’m in the middle of 
preparing a special dinner feast and you know Chad, he’s 
late.” 

“So you've told me. He’d be late to his own funeral. If 
you're celebrating please tell me you took my advice!” Her 
giddy voice carried through the phone. 

“In a manner of speaking if the man will just get his 
sexy ass here,” Simon breathed heavily as he stared out the 
window. 

“Oh I’m so thrilled for you two! Look why don’t we 
invite both of you over tomorrow night to celebrate. Sound 
good? Please for the love of God allow us to meet Chad and 
that gorgeous little girl of yours! My God | can’t believe I’ve 
never met her.” 

“I know but | got the big contract with Sheffield so 
things are going to change. There’s going to be a lot more 
time for family.” 

“God, I’m so thrilled. So promise me this time and if you 
don’t keep this promise I’m going to kick your ass.” 

Simon chuckled. “I hear you and that sounds wonderful, 
Mary.” If only he'll get here tonight. "If by any chance you 
hear from him let him know he is going to be put to bed 
without dinner if he doesn’t show up.” 

Mary burst out laughing. “Said like a true worrying 
husband. l'Il tell him. See you tomorrow and don’t do 
anything | wouldn’t do tonight.” 

“Not a chance, you wicked woman.” Hanging up the 
phone Simon shivered and he had no idea why. 

Ten minutes and thirty seconds later and he’d had 
enough. Turning off the stove Simon grabbed his coat and 
keys, shoving his phone in the pocket, and headed out the 
door. He had to at least trace the steps in case something 
horrible had happened to them. Slamming the car door he 
flooded the engine immediately and slapped his hand 


across the steering wheel. “Calm down. Just fucking calm 
down.” 

Closing his eyes he sat back in his seat and calmed his 
nerves. This was getting out of hand even for him. Counting 
to ten he tried the ignition again and said a silent thank you 
as it roared to life. As he jerked out of the driveway he 
realized his hands were shaking. “Okay. Let’s just take the 
normal road nice and slow to the store and make sure.” 
Forcing himself to slow down, he bit his lip and darted his 
eyes back and forth across the darkened streets. There were 
no accidents or even broken down cars that he could see all 
the way to the Food Lion. He cruised the parking lot for a full 
ten minutes before pulling into a spot and tugging out his 
phone. Zero messages. 

By this point it was just past seven thirty. His fingers 
Shaking he fumbled as he dialed and when the damn voice 
mail came on again he resisted tossing his phone. “Chad, 
please call me. Now I’m worried.” While he realized his voice 
was terse he could imagine all the horrible things in the 
world having happened. This wasn’t at all like Chad. For a 
brief second he thought about going inside the store but 
instead drove slowly toward the exit. Should he go to Chad’s 
work? Yeah, that would be perfect. He’d be there and Chad 
and Ashley would think the worst when they got home. No, 
it was time to go back and wait. He knew Chad would call 
soon. 

As he drove down the streets his heart felt heavy. There 
was something much too odd about this and he couldn’t put 
his finger on why he was so bothered but he was. The anger 
rising he headed back to the house and just didn’t know 
what to think. Pulling into the driveway he was almost 
hopeful he’d see Chad’s car but instead an empty space 
remained. Simon moved into the house, checking the 
answering machine and then filling his wine glass. The last 
thing he needed to do was to drink like a fish in case he had 
to go out and... And what? Like Chad was going to call and 


say come here to a club. This was either about some work 
thing or a surprise and while he remained pissed he knew 
that Chad wouldn’t do anything intentional to hurt what 
they had so he calmed his nerves and gulped his wine. And 
gulped more. 

When he'd finished the glass he finally turned on the 
news to see if there was anything on some wretched 
accident. No. As the beginning of a cooking show came on 
indicating it was eight p.m. he was about ready to jump out 
of his skin. He paced floor and stared at his phone and 
paced some more. Pouring another glass of wine he 
mumbled and hissed. “Fuck this shit!” 

Half looped, when nine rolled around he was over it. At 
this point no matter what the excuse he was fucking pissed 
and going to give Chad a piece of his mind. “What the hell is 
going on here?” Staring at the television screen nothing 
registered and while his heart thumped in his chest, he 
wasn’t sure he could feel anything but almost blinding 
anger. Simon simply wasn’t used to being treated this way. 
It was time for another glass of wine. 

The bottle just about finished he eyed the clock and 
could barely focus. His hand shaking he wiped a tear from 
the corner of his eye and prepared himself for the call from 
the police telling him his entire family had been wiped out. 
“Why are you doing this to yourself?“ Because your gut 
instinct is working in overdrive. Too many bad things had 
happened in his life and he was always prepared for the 
worst. Unfortunately he knew better than to call the police 
but God he wanted to. Sadly he realized the only recourse 
was to wait. 

He sat by the fireplace staring at the embers and the 
next time he looked at his watch it was past ten. There was 
just something not right about this. As he stood slowly he 
eyed the hallway and swallowed hard. Nodding to no one in 
particular he headed for their master bedroom. As he 
flipped on the main light he gazed around the room. There 


was nothing that he could see that was either missing or out 
of place. The book that Chad kept saying he was going to 
read was on the nightstand. Their wine glasses from the 
night before remained on the dresser. 

Easing further into the room he scanned the perimeter. 
Chad’s dirty clothes remained in the corner and his favorite 
bottle of cologne on the dresser. Simon moved into the 
bathroom and switched on the overhead light. Their 
toothbrushes were side by side. His razor was on the 
counter. The towels were in a pile on the floor ready to be 
washed. “What am | missing?” 

He slowly walked back into the bedroom scratching his 
head. Opening the closet door he could see their combined 
clothes in the walk in closet. Shirt and pants were hung 
fairly neatly in an organized pattern and... Inching forward 
he could swear some things were missing. He flipped 
through the hangers and it sure as shit seemed that some of 
Chad’s shirts were not where they always hung including 
two that he’d given his lover the Christmas before that Chad 
considered his favorites. “Stop mind fucking yourself.” Wait, 
were they in the laundry? It was possible. Sighing, he moved 
toward the dresser drawers and yanked open first one and 
then another. 

Simon just couldn’t tell for sure but there wasn’t as 
much stuff crammed into the drawers. There just wasn’t. 
Where the hell was their suitcase? In the attic. He wasn’t 
going up there for this reason. “No, stop this bullshit. This is 
nuts.” But he looked around the room one more time. 
Something was off. 

It was time to call Chad again. As he passed by Ashley’s 
room he stopped and peered inside. The soft glow of the 
nightlight gave him a smile. The anguish riding his heart 
forced him inside. The despair of worry made him turn on 
the light. Her pillow was in the same place, her teddy bear 
in the tiny chair beside the crib. The mobile turned softly in 
the breeze from the ceiling fan. 


Sniffing, Simon moved into the center of the room and 
turned a complete circle. Where was her favorite stuffed 
bunny and the one she never went to sleep without? His 
feet tripping over themselves, he looked in every corner of 
the room and under her bed thinking Ashley had to have 
tossed it over the side like she had done do many times in 
the past. No bunny. Standing up straight his lip quivered as 
he grew almost frantic. The next thing he knew he was 
rushing to the dresser, jerking open the drawers. Every part 
of his body shaking involuntarily he knew instantly some 
clothes were missing. “What?” 

Next he yanked open the closet door and knew she was 
gone. Her coat was missing and her little bag that held her 
things when she went away and... Gasping, he stumbled 
backwards and could barely breathe as he fell to his knees. 
“No...no...no!” Trying to control his breathing he rocked 
forward and backward just trying to put the pieces together. 
“Get it together. Think. Think!” 

Rocketing to his feet he made it out of the room just as 
he heard his phone ring. Racing toward it he almost passed 
out when he saw the number flash across the screen. 
“Where in the hell have you been? I’ve been so worried and 
| tried to call you and Jesus man, you scared the fuck out of 
me. And... Chad?” Hearing nothing but ragged breathing he 
fell against the counter. Somebody had kidnapped them. 
“Chad?” 

“Simon.” 

“Are you hurt? Is something wrong?” His heart racing 
Simon tried to concentrate. 

“No. I’m not hurt.” 

Why the hell was his voice so bland and off? “Then 
where are you?” 

Chad exhaled slowly. “We need to talk.” 

“Talk? What do you mean talk? Where are you? I’ve had 
dinner ready for hours for God’s sake. | kept thinking you 
were in an accident.” 


“Safe and Ashley’s safe so don’t worry. | just wanted to 
give you a Call and let you know what’s happening.” 

As the words reverberated in the back of Simon’s mind, 
he tried to put the pieces together with what Chad was 
saying. “Happening? What the hell does that mean? Did | 
miss something because you were supposed to be home 
hours ago?” 

“| don’t know how to put this and | do want you to 
understand that | have cared for you. | really have but this 
was something | had to do.” 

“What? Had to do? What the hell did you do? What are 
you trying to say here?” A keening sound thumped to the 
point his heart raced. “What?” Oh my God, the man was 
leaving him. What the fuck was going on? 

“Simon. We're done.” 

Echoes reverberated in his ears and for a minute Simon 
could see nothing but stars in front of his eyes. “What do 
you mean, done?” 

“| don’t want to drag this out but you know we haven't 
been working. So | decided there wasn’t going to be a 
perfect time,” Chad said quietly. 

“Wait a minute. We just made love last night. Made love, 
Chad and today you suddenly decide to run away?” 
Bristling, Simon tried to keep his rage in check but right now 
he wanted to reach through the phone. 

“I didn’t suddenly decide. It’s been coming on for a long 
time and you know it!” 

“What | know is that we’ve been together for a long 
time so we need to talk about this calmly and rationally.” 

“Won’t change anything in my mind.” 

Simon was incensed. “Your mind? Last time | checked 
there were two people in this relationship!” 

Chad exhaled slowly. “Like | said, it’s done. | took a few 
things and in truth that’s all | need so you can simply get rid 
of the rest.” 

“Hold on here, what the hell did you do with Ashley?” 


“I told you that she’s safe and...” 

“She’s my daughter, Goddamn it, not some doll or 
puppy dog. You can’t just take her away from me!” 
Clenching his fist Simon paced the kitchen fuming. What the 
hell was going on? Something had to have happened that 
he didn’t know about. Chad would just do this. He wouldn't. 

“No Simon. She’s my daughter, my biological daughter, 
not yours.” 

The words barely a vicious echo, Simon sucked in his 
breath and teetered on the edge of insanity. This couldn’t be 
happening. Gripping the edge of the counter he blinked 
furiously as he tried to collect his thoughts. His blood 
pressure rising he could tell he was close to passing out. 
“What...what do you mean your daughter? We never had 
her tested. Remember you and | decided it wasn’t 
important.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. It was always important to 
me to know and you just didn’t give a shit about what | 
wanted like always. Like always!” 

Simon panted as he heard Ashley’s tiny whimpers in the 
background. “Put our daughter on the phone. Now!” 

“You'll just upset her and I’m not going to allow that to 
happen!” Chad snapped. 

“What? | don’t understand you. | don’t...|...” Harnessing 
his fury Simon willed himself to calm down and tried to put 
the pieces together rationally. “Hold on here. Something has 
to have happened. Let’s just take a step back and try and 
figure out what to do.” 

Sighing, when Chad spoke again his voice was even. “l 
know what | have to do, Simon. | want you to have a 
wonderful life and so one that you deserve and just know 
that | did care, at least to some degree. Ashley will be fine. 
And don’t try and find me. I’m going to start a brand new 
life.” 

“Chad...” Was there an odd tone in his voice? Reeling 
with emotions, echoes thudded in his ears. 


“We're done.” 

Click 

Done... 

As the call abruptly ended Simon didn’t know what to 
think. He pulled the phone from his ear and stared at the 
display. Dear God rage coursed through him almost 
violently. Inhaling deeply, his pulse raced as his life flashed 
in front of his eyes. “I...1...” Gasping for air he dropped the 
phone and turned on the kitchen faucet splashing his face 
with water. His body shaking furiously, he calmed his nerves 
and tried to figure out what he should do. None of this made 
any sense. “Call him back, you fucking asshole.” 

Shaking his head he hit re-dial and hissed as a busy 
signal beeped over and over again. Frustrated, he repeated 
the move again until he realized that meant the damn 
phone was out of service. “What? What?” He jerked the 
plastic and metal out in front of him he could no longer 
focus. As tears of anger slipped from his eyes, trickling 
down his heated cheeks, he tipped his head back and wailed 
just seconds before he slid to the floor and all he could think 
about was the final word. Done. 

From a dark pit of hell Simon stirred hearing the sound 
and yet it took him several seconds to figure out what the 
hell the noise was. “What?” Blinking, the light but into his 
eyes like a bolt of fire and his hissed, clenching them closed 
again. He willed all sound to stop as his head nearly 
exploded from pain. Turning over, he wasn’t entirely sure 
where he was. As he licked his dry lips and slowly opened 
his eyes again he could just make out a liquor bottle lying 
on its side. Where the hell was he? For several seconds he 
simply concentrated on breathing before sucking in air and 
trying to move, but everything hurt like a son of a bitch. 
What in the hell was going on? 

Bam! Bam! Bam! 

“What?” Struggling to shake the cobwebs, he fought to 
sit up but a wave of intense nausea forced him to lie back 


down. Simon rubbed his eyes and realized he was hung over 
as hell but why? Suddenly the aching memories settled into 
his mind taunting him like a moment straight from hell and 
as his body began jerking involuntarily the tears flowed 
again, filling his eyes and sliding down his face. Weeping 
with anguish, he willed his entire life back to another day. 

Bam! Bam! Bam! 

Someone was at the door. That much he could tell and 
while he prayed to God he, she or it would go away, he 
knew better. Suddenly the realization hit him. Maybe it was 
Chad coming back and he lost his keys and he wasn’t sure if 
Simon would let him in and... “Fuck!” He willed his body to 
move and as he managed to get to his knees he almost 
toppled forward. Grabbing on the edge of the coffee table 
he realized he’d slept on the floor in the living room. As his 
eyes became accustomed to the light he squinted and 
maneuvered to his feet, all the while clawing the back of the 
couch. Calm down. Breathe. He had to fight to keep from 
throwing up but he was able to make it into the kitchen by 
holding onto the wall. 

As his body swayed back and forth even in the darkened 
light Simon could see a figure standing behind the kitchen 
door and sighed. Finally Simon reached out, managing to 
open the door and praying the person behind the door was 
Chad. “Chad, |... thought...” Opening his eyes wide the 
moment he saw the look on Mary’s face he knew he must 
look like holy hell. “Mary.” 

“Fuck! | knew something was wrong,” Mary gasped. 
“I’ve been calling you for hours. Are you all right? Dear God 
you look like absolute shit.” 

“No, I’m not all right.” What the hell was he supposed to 
tell her? 

“Did you and Chad have a fight?” 

Rubbing his hand across his face, he could barely get 
the words out of his mouth. “Fight? There was no fight. 
There was just an ending.” 


” 


“What in the hell are you talking about?” 

“I,..don’t know in truth.” Stumbling backwards, another 
wave of nausea swept over him. “At this point | don’t know 
and | don’t know if | care.” But he knew it was a lie. 

Mary scanned the perimeter of the kitchen before 
coming in and closing the door. “Okay. What happened?” 

Simon sighed, swallowed hard and moved toward the 
refrigerator. Dragging out a bottle of water he barely had 
the strength to twist the top. “Nothing. That’s just it.” 
Shaking, Simon cussed under his breath as he tried to twist 
the bottle lid again and fell against the counter. How much 
did he drink last night? After the call the next hours were 
one big blur from trying Chad’s phone over and over again 
to finally succumbing to pulling out a bottle of vodka and 
when the orange juice had run out he simply drank the clear 
liquid straight. 

Hissing, she advanced and jerked the bottle out of his 
hand, snapping the lid as she gazed at the pots and pans on 
the stove. “Judging from the fact you never had dinner last 
night I’d venture a guess he never made it home. Did you 
call the police to see if he was in an accident?” 

“Won’t do any good and no.” Gulping the water Simon 
knew he was going to throw up. His nerves on edge he 
panted from his racing heart. Calm down and think. Calm 
down. 

“Okay, I’m confused, Simon. Did | get the signals 
crossed or were you going to ask him to marry you last 
night?” Folding her arms Mary started pacing the kitchen. 

“Yep. Can you believe it? | even have the rings to prove 
it.” Did he? Did it really happen? Did he really purchase the 
rings? Blinking furiously, he inhaled deeply to squelch the 
nausea and was able to make it to the laundry room, 
yanking open the door with a shaky hand. The foil bag was 
positioned exactly where he'd left it and seeing the beautiful 
possibility of the future in front of him he broke down into 
tears again. “No!” 


“Jesus Christ!” Wrapping her arm around Simon, she 
pulled him into her body and brushed her hand through his 
hair. “Please talk to me. Let’s get you sitting down and then 
you need to tell me what’s happened. This isn’t like you and 
you're scaring the hell out of me.” 

“It’s not like before.” 

“I didn’t say that but you’re very upset.” 

Upset? He was beyond upset. “I don’t know.” 

“Then let’s talk about what happened. I’m not going to 
let you go down that slippery road again, okay?” 

Nodding, he allowed her to help him over to a kitchen 
chair. Placing the bag on the table he untied the ribbon and 
eased the box out of the bag. Admitting his anger and 
frustration was more difficult than he wanted her to know. 
Simon passed the box back and forth in his hands for 
several seconds. When he finally spoke, his voice was 
hollow. “You know Chad and | haven’t been as close lately as 
we once were. | know he’s had some trouble at work and he 
wouldn’t talk to me much about whatever is going on. | 
gave him space. Maybe | shouldn’t have. But | never 
thought...” As he opened the lid and gazed down at the 
rings he sighed. Fingering both he finally looked up at her. 
“Oh Mary. He left me and took Ashley away with him.” He 
could see the horror and shock written all over her face. 

“But she’s your child,” Mary whispered. 

“Evidently not.” 

Gripping the table she sat down slowly and took Simon’s 
hand into hers, sliding the tip of her thumb across his palm. 
“You need to tell me everything. | thought everything was 
really good between you and with Ashley coming into your 
life | never imagine...” 

“Neither did I.” Interrupting, Simon told her the story 
and when he was finished there were tears in her eyes. “| 
just don’t know.” 

Wiping her eyes furiously she shook her head and 
sighed. “Simon, | want you to understand something. He 


can’t just take her away without something legal happening. 
You both adopted her. Okay.” 

Simon closed his eyes. “But if she’s his biologically then 
| don’t know what | can do.” 

“You're not listening. You both adopted her.” 

“Well, almost.” 

Her eyes opening wide Mary cocked her head. “What do 
you mean almost?” 

“It was going to be finalized the end of this coming 
week. Chad was working on all the details. He told me we 
had a court date and everything.” 

“He told you? You mean to tell me you don’t know for 
sure?” 

As he lifted his head he could see the look in her eyes. 
“What does that mean? You don’t think... | mean he hadn’t 
planned this.” Had he? Was Chad capable of being cruel? 

“Look, | don’t know but I’m really surprised you allowed 
him to handle the details. This is far too coincidental in my 
book. Do me a favor and go take a shower. I’m going to call 
Justin and see if he can shed some light on this.” 

“I have an attorney, Mary and | don’t know what you’re 
thinking but he and | talked for hours about the adoption. | 
mean | don’t know if he looked into anything but Chad 
seemed to have everything under control so...” Simon 
hissed. “You know. | don’t think | told him it was a go 
ahead.” 

“You didn’t tell your own attorney? Simon!” Mary 
chastised. 

“Danny’s an old friend more than anything. Hell, he was 
an acquaintance my mother knew for years and 
coincidentally he moved close enough by. He cautioned me 
on some details and advised me what to look for and then 
Tina appeared so...” God, the details were fuzzy. No, 
everything was a freaking blur. 

“Uh-huh. Simon, bear with me and trust me just a little 
bit. Something isn’t right here. Why don’t you go take a 


shower and l'Il see if Justin can find out anything.” Patting 
his hand Mary stood. “For what it’s worth it’s going to be 
okay. Things happen for a reason.” 

As he rose to his feet, his body swaying back and forth 
Simon sighed. What the hell could Justin figure out? 
Granted, anything was worth a try. “Even betrayal?” 

Sighing heavily, Mary could barely look him in the eyes. 
“Even betrayal.” 


KKK 


“Any indication?Anything else that you can think of?” 

Simon eyed Justin and shook his head. He’d managed to 
consume two cups of coffee without throwing up but he 
knew he was fading fast. “None. | mean we had our 
problems like anyone else but | thought we were really 
happy. Hell, he was kind and said he’d pick up Ashley, which 
he almost never does and...” Of course, everything had 
been a plan from the offer to knowing that Simon had to 
leave the house early. When had the rouse started? When 
had Chad decided to ruin their lives? Were there indications 
he just blatantly ignored? Wringing his hands, he wasn’t 
entirely sure of the answers. 

Justin raised his eyebrows and glanced at Mary. “I’m no 
expert at this but as a divorce attorney I’ve seen this kind of 
thing happen before. You need to talk to your attorney for 
one thing and make sure and remember as many details as 
you can. Whether your attorney handled anything or not 
he’s going to need to now. Whatever written information 
you have on the adoption you need to find it, check it out 
and have it ready for this court date. l'II check on the date 
and all the information for you and this will weigh heavily on 
certain decisions.” 

“Meaning?” Simon could see the look of concern 
growing on Justin’s face. 


“Meaning that it won’t look good to the judge. No matter 
what happened, this will reflect badly on both of you and my 
guess is the adoption could be revoked.” 

“Worst case scenario?” Mary asked. 

“Worst case? They'll probably place Ashley in foster care 
and the surrogate could have a Say in this now. Just depends 
on how things were set up,” Justin said quietly. 

“What? No! That can’t happen!” Slamming his hand 
down on the table Simon snarled. 

“Calm down, Simon. Let’s talk this through,” Mary said 
as she reached for his hand. 

Simon jerked it away. “I didn’t do anything here. | swear 
to God!” 

“No one said you did but you have to understand the 
welfare of the child is most important. Do you understand?” 
Justin asked. 

Simon looked back and forth between his friends and 
was beginning to realize how stupid he’d been - on more 
than one level. “Yeah. | think I do.” 

“Do you have any idea where he would have gone? This 
isn’t just something you plan in a whim.” Justin glanced 
around the kitchen. “I know everything appears normal but 
he couldn’t have just left. He’d need some place to go.” 

“Hell yeah, the bastard spent time planning this one,” 
Mary chortled. 

“No. Chad has a brother in Washington State but they 
aren't close. I’ve never talked to him. His parents are dead 
and his other relatives he’s never talked to me about 
before,” Simon said as he brushed his hands through his 
hair. “What am | supposed to do now? He was my world. | 
just don’t understand.” 

Mary hissed. “If | ever see that fucking asshole again I’m 
going to kill him with my bare hands.” 

“Mary, he’s been through enough and maybe there’s an 
explanation for Chad’s behavior,” Justin said as he wrote 
down several notes. 


“Bullshit! You and | know why he did this!” Mary huffed. 

“Want to clue me in?” Simon asked, his voice barely 
audible. “As of this time yesterday | was planning on 
spending the rest of my life with the man. What did | do 
wrong?” 

“You didn’t do anything wrong, honey. You're a loving 
man.” 

“Then why, Mary? Why couldn’t he come to me and say 
we needed to change some things? | would have listened.” 
But in truth Chad had said some things months ago and 
Simon had blown off the conversation, not necessarily 
intentionally but because of his extended work schedule. If 
only Chad knew how terrified he was of losing everything 
they’d worked so hard to achieve together. Maybe the ugly 
scrap of information would have mattered. Maybe. 

Mary snorted. “Come on. You’ve been around the block 
more than once or twice. It was easier to have everything 
happen with Ashley with you around.” 

“I don’t think that’s it, honey. They used a surrogate, 
remember?” Justin gave his wife a warning look. 

“None of this makes any sense.” Hearing a knock on his 
front door Simon frowned. “Great, news travels fast. | don’t 
think | can face anyone today.” 

“Um, | took the liberty of making a call hoping you’d be 
able to face this now,” Justin said as he smiled. 

Mary climbed out of her chair and patted Simon on the 
Shoulder. “I'll get it.” 

“Face what?” 

“This is going to be hard but something you have to do. 
It doesn’t matter who the biological father is. The fact is that 
Chad took the baby and you do have legal rights to the child 
whether or not the adoption has been finalized. Granted, it’s 
going to be a long road but if you’re willing to work and fight 
you might be able to get her back. | will tell you though that 
you have to be prepared for your life to be scrutinized in 
every aspect.” 


“Meaning because I’m gay.” 

Justin shrugged. “Yeah. | hate to think your sexual 
orientation matters but yeah so be prepared to fight.” 

“Fight?Out with it, Justin. What exactly are you talking 
about?” Lifting the cup of coffee Simon gazed at his shaking 
hand and grimaced. How was he supposed to fight if she 
belonged to Chad? As two officers came into the room he 
sunk further into his chair. “Justin, | don’t understand.” 

“Do you want Ashley back?” Justin asked as he leaned 
over the table. “That’s what you have to ask yourself first. If 
you don’t then you need to talk to your attorney about 
dissolving the adoption, whatever stage the process is in, 
but that’s going to take time and money and there’s no 
guarantee that the judge will go for it. He might think this is 
some ploy.” 

“Ploy? | love Ashley with all my heart. | want her back 
but are you suggesting | take her from Chad?” A tear formed 
in the corner of his eye. Wiping it away furiously he locked 
eyes with Mary. 

“He abducted her, Simon. No matter why Chad 
committed a crime if he took her out of the state, but 
having said that you need to check all your facts. Something 
smells here already. And you have to ask yourself an 
important question, do you really want to place Ashley 
smack in the middle of this ugly mess? | mean this could 
drag on for a long time.” Mary asked as she guided the 
officers into the room. 

Dropping his head into his hands Simon wasn’t entirely 
sure what to say. “No, of course not but...” 

“Just talk to the officers. You have to and you know that. 
Ashley doesn’t know what’s going on. And right now maybe 
that’s the best thing in the world,” Mary said, her voice 
filling with sadness. 

“Sir, l'm Officer Sanders and this is Officer Barnes. | 
understand your daughter was abducted by your 


boyfriend?” While his voice was barely filled with concern, 
the officer stood calmly gazing down at Simon. 

Simon lifted his head and gazed back and forth between 
Justin and Mary. The town was small enough gay 
relationships continued to be frowned upon. Biting his lip he 
was going to see this through. He knew that whatever he 
did right now would mean the complete end of his 
relationship no matter what happened with Ashley. “Yes, she 
was.” 

“I’m going to need a statement from you,” the second 
officer said. 

Simon nodded. 

“You're doing the right thing, 
gave him a waning smile. 

“The right thing? | don’t think | know what that is any 
longer.” As the two officers sat down at the table Simon 
sucked in his breath. How was he going to get through the 
day let alone the rest of his life? 

“Tell me everything you know, no matter how 
inconsequential it might seem,” the first officer stated as he 
pulled out a notebook. 

Simon nodded. 

After the officers left Simon was drained and realized 
there was little they could do. Hell, there was little anyone 
could do. He stood in Ashley’s room longing to find answers 
and while simply smelling her sweet scent was comforting 
his heart ached. 

“You want us to stay with you?” Mary asked as she 
stood in the doorway, her face ashen. 

Simon shook his head. "You have a life and a little girl of 
your own to take care of. Go. l'Il be fine.” 

“Uh-huh. | know you, remember?” Easing into the room, 
she wrapped her arms around his waist. “I wish | could find 
the right words.” 

“I know you do. | can’t help but feel like this is my fault.” 


” 


Mary breathed as she 


“Why would you say that? If I'd known Chad | could offer 
more help here but | do know you.” 

“I can say that because | worked all the time and we 
really hadn’t been that close in almost a year. | don’t know, 
Mary. If | could do everything over again.” Clenching his jaw, 
he stared out the window. 

“What’s going on in that mind of yours?” 

“I just...l just wonder if my past bothered him?” 

Mary shook her head as she rubbed her hand down his 
back. “I would only think given all you’ve been through that 
it would have drawn the two of you closer. But | don’t know 
him. And Simon, | hate to say this but maybe you don’t 
either.” 

Simon wanted to retort but he knew she was right. 
Maybe he didn’t know the man at all. “I just wish I’d been 
more attentive | guess.” 

Releasing her hold she moved back from him and 
leaned against the crib. “We all have too much going on. 
But | know you and have since we were barely in our 
twenties. You’re loving and giving almost to your downfall. 
You simply can’t blame yourself for any of this.” 

“Then why did he leave? If you would have heard his 
voice and the way he talked to me. It was like | was dead to 
him.” 

Sighing, Mary nibbled her bottom lip. “Justin’s right and 
I’m not trying to get you riled but answer me this, what did 
you really know about Chad?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I’ve been trying to look at this from the outside without 
emotion, if you can believe that.” Laughing, Mary rubbed his 
arm and then shook her head when he frowned. “I’m not 
trying to make light of this.” 

“It’s okay. | Know what you’re trying to do.” Even in 
college when he went through some serious bouts of 
depression Mary always was there to boost his spirits. 
Somehow he didn’t think a rousing night of popcorn and 


terrifying movies was going to change anything. She’d been 
the only one he could talk to about all his horrors and Justin, 
God bless him, had never said a word. The two were 
wonderful friends. 

“Put the pieces together when you can. You met him 
what a little over a year ago?” 

“Close enough.” 

“Didn’t you tell me he found you?” 

Simon tried to remember exactly how they met. “He 
Saw an article in the paper about a building | designed and 
was coincidentally a guest of one of the investors. Funny, 
that was the last good thing that happened at the firm too. 
Why?” 

“Coincidentally? | don’t believe in coincidences, Simon. 
Wasn't it a whirlwind romance too?” 

Simon could tell by the look on her face she was 
thinking of something more than their sex life. “Yeah. We 
moved in together in less than four weeks. Where are you 
going with this?” 

Shrugging her shoulders, Mary had a gleam in her eye 
before she glanced into his and sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s the 
mama bear in me. Something just sends a red flag into my 
system.” 

“I like that you care about me so much. But seriously, 
what are you thinking?” 

“Let me mull this over. When the dust settles and you 
can handle this | really think you should go through 
everything and look for clues. Talk to his employer and find 
out about his next of kin. The brother you mentioned, why 
not call him?” 

Wrinkling his brow Simon debated the concept but knew 
She had a point. “I just can’t right now.” Then again he 
wasn’t entirely sure that Chad had told him enough to find 
the man. Did he even have a phone number? 

“I know that but when you’re up to it I really think you 
need to find out who and what Chad Murphy was. No one 


does this kind of thing unless they have something to hide. 
No one. When you're ready | know someone that might be 
able to help you figure all this out.” 

“Someone?” 

Mary nodded. “A private detective | know. He’s discrete 
and has worked on cases such as this for years. He might be 
able to help.” 

“I don’t know...” 

Patting his arm she nodded. “Like | said, not right now. 
Just think about what I’ve said and | think you might put 
some of the pieces together yourself.” 

“Okay.” The trouble was did he really want to? 

“One more question. Whose idea was it to have 
Ashley?” 

The question shocked the hell out of him. “Why does 
that matter?” 

“A hunch.” 

“I don’t really know. We talked almost from the 
beginning about being from broken homes and how much 
having a family together would mean. | think it was both of 
our ideas but he knew how much | wanted a big family if 
that’s what you’re asking.” What was she getting at? Was it 
both of their ideas? In his rattled brain he wasn’t entirely 
certain. 

“Okay. Might mean nothing.” 

But his hackles were raised. 

When Mary and Justin left an hour later and the silence 
of the house took over, Simon dragged out another bottle of 
liquor. He knew getting drunk and potentially stupid wasn’t 
going to solve anything but right now he couldn’t handle 
anything else but wallowing in self-pity. The moment he took 
a long gulp of bourbon the tears flowed. He meandered 
back and forth from room to room looking and touching 
everything belonging to both Ashley and Chad before 
settling into the living room. 


Sliding his hand over the selection of Disney movies, he 
allowed his mind to wander to what Mary had said. Chad 
had something to hide. It was true that Chad rarely talked 
about his past but then again Simon refused to talk about 
terrible fucking relationships. He’d seen and gone through 
enough crap and had fought to remember there was still the 
possibility for love in the world. Without a doubt he adored 
his mom and Chad knew enough about his past, but given 
Simon had few relatives that he knew of there was little to 
tell. Chad has even fewer. Then again, what had they shared 
together in the way of pictures? There were no family 
albums or memorabilia of vacations together. 

Confused, he remembered the one movie he and Chad 
had shot when Ashley came into their lives. He had to 
search through the DVD’s but he finally found the slender 
case hidden behind every other one. Funny, the movie was 
a. bone of contention between them and they hadn’t talked 
about it since Simon insisted they shoot some remembrance 
of Ashley coming into their lives. 

He thought about Ashley and longing to record every 
aspect of her precious little life. Gulping, he wished there 
was more of her to hold and hug and... Slipping the plastic 
piece into the player he watched with teary eyes as a 
Shadowed Chad sat in the park making goofy noises while 
Simon worked the camera. Just seeing the way Ashley 
giggled in her carriage was heartwarming. The look on 
Chad’s blurred face was almost hysterical. The man hated 
the camera but God did he love attention. Simon moved 
closer to the television and eased onto the floor. In the next 
thirty minutes he was reminded of the love he felt. As he hit 
rewind more than once he somehow grew stronger. He had 
to find her. 

Why was Mary so certain Chad was hiding something? 
The more he went through the frames the more he slowed 
them down. Unfortunately he was a terrible photographer. 
Simon knew he might be completely losing touch but there 


was something about the look in Chad’s eyes that was 
haunted. Hissing, he took another swig of liquor and 
couldn't take it any longer. 

Turning out the lights he took the bottle and his glass to 
the bedroom. Tomorrow was another damning day. 


Chapter Three 


Monday morning came much too early and by now 
Simon was pissed. Every time he thought about what Mary 
said he grew angrier and angrier. Little clues he’d ignored all 
the time and now they burned in the back of his mind. Why 
had he been so stupid? He’d spent most of Sunday going 
through the house looking for signs and reasons why Chad 
had disappeared. There were few except for the scant 
shredded portions of the cell phone bills he’d found. As he 
scrutinized them, and what little was left, he gathered that 
Chad meant to clear out anything that could tie him to bank 
accounts or his social security number. But Simon knew he 
had at least the social somewhere. 

He’d been so disgusted Simon left everything in piles 
until now but as the anger boiled within him he had to know 
more, which meant delving into Chad’s personal space. 
Rifling through the desk drawers he could see that the man 
had taken everything but scraps of paper. Finally ticked off 
as hell Simon sat back in his chair and thought the money 
Chad had borrowed from him claiming he hadn’t gotten his 
paycheck or hadn’t made it to the bank. Now of course he 
realized the continued requests were more than odd given 
the amount of money Chad made - or he told Simon he 
made. 

Interesting. In truth Simon realized he’d never seen a 
pay stub or a bank statement. They kept their bank 
accounts and their bills mostly separate except for the 
house and then again their home was in Simon’s name. Of 
course that was because Chad came from out of town and 
was living in an extended stay hotel while he trained with 
his financial advising firm. The whirlwind romance had led 
them almost immediately to Chad moving in. 

Swallowing hard, he went to the area in his desk where 
all the information Chad had given him about Ashley’s 
adoption was supposed to be. Near rage boiled within him 


seeing an empty folder. Thinking more clearly than the night 
before, he pieced the few conversations together he’d had 
with his attorney, Daniel and they were nothing more than a 
beginning investigation. When Tina arrived on the scene 
abruptly they ended up using a lawyer Chad had secured 
from some friend of a friend of his. What the fuck was the 
guy’s name? His heart racing, he ransacked his things and 
couldn’t find a card or a phone number. As he sat on the bed 
gingerly, his blood pumping until he could barely focus from 
the stars marring his vision, he dragged his hands through 
his hair. “My God. | fell into all of this, didn’t I? Every fucking 
bit.” In all the years of distrust given the terrible 
relationships and the level of near insanity he’d fallen into, 
how could he have been so stupid?” 

Because you're a worthless piece of garbage and you 
don’t deserve any better. You hear me? 

“Stop it!” Hissing, he slammed his hand on the bed and 
clenched his eyes shut. He hated his former lover. Hated 
him. Then why do you allow such a hold on you? Simon 
willed back the ugly thoughts, chastising himself for 
remembering any of the relationship. No, the fucker wasn’t 
going to drag him back into hell. Never again. He had to 
laugh at his commitment not to allow racing down the 
pigeon hole into desperation to happen again. Yeah, maybe 
that’s exactly what he’d done. No, don’t think this way yet. 
Not yet. But how could he not? Simon took a long breath 
and held it in before exhaling slowly. “Time to calm down 
and think.” Easing off the bed he steadied his nerves. He 
was a smart guy and while the wretched pain would always 
be there, it was time to figure out just how deep the mess 
was. 
“What are you hiding my friend?” As his voice echoed 
throughout the rooms he snarled and didn’t care any longer 
about what he was doing to the house. He yanked out and 
dumped every drawer and every box that had anything that 
belonged to Chad and what finally struck him as damn off 


was there was so little. Chad didn’t have that many things 
to his name and for some reason the realization struck him 
hard between the eyes. What the hell was he doing with his 
money? Sitting on the bed he thought about all the times 
Chad had offered to pay for something but oddly Simon 
always paid. From dinners out to purchasing a new coffee 
maker, it had always been Simon’s money. 

As the information settled in Simon rubbed his eyes. 
“Whatever the hell is going on I’m going to figure out.” Did 
Chad simply enjoy a gravy train or was this about something 
more sinister? Steeling his nerves he took a shower and 
made a promise to himself that he was going to get through 
and find Chad and the man’s place of business was an 
excellent way to start. 

Calling in sick wasn’t like him so he drove to the office 
to at least get the project kick started. The one thing that 
had settled in finally is that his nightmare was very real. 
Mary had called one too many times and while he thought 
about turning off his phone, he was forever hoping Chad 
would call. He was no investigator but after making a quick 
call to the cellular company both he and Chad had their 
phones through, the girl answering the phone indicated 
Chad had discontinued service. It seemed everything had 
been planned down to the second of timing. 

“Everybody’s still buzzing about you!” Megan squealed 
as she grabbed his arm. 

“Thanks,” Simon said as he looked away. He knew he 
had to look like shit. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.Just a hectic weekend.” 

“Well this should make you feel better. Mr. Sheffield had 
something sent for you,” Megan purred. 

“Really?” Simon smiled and was glad he had something 
to count on. His career was his constant and sadly he 
realized he’d buried himself in his work after every... 

“It’s in your office. Congrats again, boss.” 


Shaking his head Simon was grateful he had some 
normalcy around him but had this been the ugly catalyst? 
He headed into his office and smiled as he gazed at the 
huge basket of goodies. He set his briefcase down and fired 
up his laptop before snagging the card. “Wow.” 

Thank you for all your hard work and the beautiful 
name. You truly touched me. If there is ever anything I can 
do for you please don’t hesitate to ask. | consider you a 
member of my family now. Look forward to working with 
you. 

Ray 

“Wow is right.” Fingering the wording on the card Simon 
was more than grateful for his work and he’d keep the 
generous offer in the back of his mind. He sat down at his 
desk and was filtering through his emails just as he phone 
rang. “Simon Preston.” 

“You're at work,” Justin breathed. 

“Just for a while. Does this mean you've found 
something?” There was something odd about his voice. 
Please dear God have some answers. 

“You're not going to like it.” 

“Justin, just tell me. | have to know what I’m dealing 
with.” 

“Okay. | made some phone calls about the adoption 
hearing,” Justin’s voice broke. 

“What? | can tell by your voice something’s wrong.” 

“Sit down, okay?” 

“I am sitting down, just tell me. Please!” Simon hissed 
as he dropped his head. He knew before Justin spoke 
something horrible was wrong. 

“I’m so sorry. There was no adoption hearing. There was 
no formal paperwork signed either. There’s nothing to 
indicate anything about Ashley.” 

As his heart raced, sending a series of echoes into his 
ears, Simon tried to hold it together. The betrayal was 
complete. “Oh fuck! What the... | don’t understand. | 


don’t...” He slammed his hand on top of the desk and 
clenched his eyes shut. Shaking, he rocked back and forth 
as he tried to rationalize what was going on but there was 
no way to make sense of this shit. Period. 

“Do you want Mary and | to come to the office? Neither 
of us really think you should be alone.” 

“I’m not alone. I’m at work.” 

“That’s not what | mean and that’s it, we’re coming to 
get you.” 

Oddly enough Simon felt stronger than he would have 
imagined. “No! No. It’s just another piece of the puzzle. | 
just need to work through all of this. l'II be fine.” But he 
could hear the twinge in his voice and knew he could lose it 
at any time. Staring out the window he breathed in and out 
calming his nerves. You can do this. It'll be all right. But 
would it ever be all right again or was this simply another 
pipe dream? Another nightmare? 

“Maybe something’s off here and | missed something,” 
Justin said, his voice filling with agitation. 

“Oh, | don’t think you did.” No, you didn’t miss a damn 
thing except I’m a fucking moron. 

“Listen, I’m going to check with the other counties just 
to make sure the adoption case isn’t in their jurisdiction. Just 
hold it together. Call your attorney and then we'll talk. The 
police have the report and at least a basic description of 
Chad so they’re keeping an eye out for any information or 
sightings on either Chad or Ashley.” 

“An eye out. I’m sure that'll do a lot of damn good,” 
Simon said, his voice husky. He knew better. Chad was 
Smart enough to simply disappear. 

“They don’t have much to go on, guy. You know that.” 

As if it had been planned. Clucking his jaw Simon sucked 
in his breath. “I understand. Thanks for everything you’re 
doing.” He hung up quickly and fingered the card again from 
Ray. Hold it together and think. 


He tried Daniel White’s office and shook his head 
getting voice mail. His attorney was a busy man. While 
Simon returned the required phone calls and set up some 
preliminary meetings, he grew hollow and bitter inside and 
knew he couldn’t hold it together much longer. So he began 
pacing, waving to co-workers as they stopped by to 
congratulate and yet he barely heard their words of praise. 

Thirty minutes later he called and left a message with 
Daniel again about the adoption. Pissed wasn’t the word for 
it now. Pacing the office wasn’t getting him anywhere and 
the calls to Chad’s office hadn’t been returned. Simon 
tentatively set up an appointment with his attorney’s 
secretary but the meeting wasn’t until Wednesday and the 
police had no real clues to go on and in truth offered little 
hope. No papers. No hearing. Very little evidence of the 
man. Hmmm... While Justin was right that it was a crime if a 
child was abducted, the way Ashley was taken was subject 
to about a thousand gray areas and even Justin realized 
that. Still, the police report was a necessary evil and until 
everything was in front of a judge there was little recourse. 
Then again with nothing else to go on, the ugly situation 
was almost like his word against a man who had simply 
disappeared. 

Simon left another message for the owner of Edwins 
Financial Advisors and continued wearing the office carpet 
thin. Something had to give. More determined than ever he 
grabbed his keys, heading for Megan’s office. “Hey. Going 
out for a while. If Buddy needs me tell him to call me on the 
cell phone.” 

“You sure you're okay? For a man who’s won a 
multimillion dollar contract you look like hell.” 

Simon shook his head. “Just a little trouble at home.” 

Megan leaned forward and smiled. “For what it’s worth 
any man would be happy to have you.” 

Opening and closing his mouth all he could do was 
smile. “Thank you.” Guess he wasn’t as secret as he 


thought he was about his sexual orientation. 

Simon found his way to Chad’s office, which was located 
on the other side of town. The unassuming but upscale 
building was housed just outside a series of posh upper 
scale communities. What a perfect location to garner 
wealthy clients. Parking in the last open spot, he climbed 
out of the car and looked around at the myriad of expensive 
cars in the parking lot. Heading inside he could see a bank 
of offices down a long hallway. The expansive mahogany 
desk in the front was the centerpiece of a beautifully 
designed office complete with what had to be expensive art. 
Sighing, Simon headed for the receptionist and waited until 
she was off the phone. 

“Can | help you?” Gazing over her glasses the young 
woman scrutinized him from head to toe. 

“I hope so. Is Mr. Edwins in?” 

“Senior?” 

“I don’t know in truth. |...” He tried to remember what 
Chad had told him. “I guess | want to talk to somebody 
about Chad Murphy.” Instantly he could see she was 
shocked but she masked her look almost immediately. 

“Chad?” Reaching for the phone she could no longer 
look in his eyes. 

“Yes. Doesn’t he work here?” There was no sense in 
causing anyone else to worry. Worry? Wasn't he beyond 
that? 

“Just a minute. Why don’t you sit over there and 
someone will be right with you.” Pointing toward a chair on 
the far wall she smiled. 

But her lower lip twitched and Simon caught the 
nervous tick. Glancing over his shoulder at the furthest 
chair, he had the distinct impression she wanted him out of 
earshot. He walked over slowly and could hear the strain in 
her voice. As she whispered into the receiver Simon 
strained to hear but couldn’t catch anything other than 
Chad’s name. He leaned against the wall and tried to 


appear bored but every nerve was standing on end. A few 
minutes passed by and as he checked his watch again he 
could see the receptionist eyeing his cautiously. Simon was 
just about ready to walk out when a door opened and out 
came man wearing a huge grin. 

The receptionist nodded toward Simon and the man 
advanced quickly holding out his hand. “Hello, I’m Tom 
Franklin. | understand you’re here about Chad Murphy?” 

As Simon gripped Tom’s hand he could see a shadow 
cross the man’s face as he glanced down the length of 
Simon as if sizing him up. “I just need to ask you a few 
questions about him, yes.” 

“Tell you what. Why don’t we have a conversation in my 
office? You'll be much more comfortable there.” 

What the man meant to say was that he didn’t want 
anyone in the lobby to overhear their discussion. He eyed 
the receptionist as he walked by and could tell just how 
uneasy she was. Simon followed Tom all the way to the back 
and a large corner office overlooking a beautiful park. 

“Please sit. Can | offer you anything?” Tom asked as he 
closed the door. 

“This isn’t a social call so no thank you.” Simon 
remained standing. 

“I figured as much.” Sighing, Tom placed his hands in his 
pockets and walked toward the back window. “I take it 
you're a private investigator?” 

The statement was more than odd and Simon wasn’t 
entirely sure how to answer it. “No, I’m not.” 

Tom tipped his head and gazed down the length of 
Simon again. “Well | don’t think you’re a detective so if 
neither then what did he do to you?” 

Taken aback, Simon eased forward. “I don’t think | 
understand. Why would you think I’m either?” But all the 
bells and whistles were going in full force, singing in his 
mind. 

“You really don’t know, do you?” 


“Perhaps we should start this over. | came here to see if 
you knew where Chad was. Do you?” 

Tom shook his head and laughed softly. “I wish to God | 
did and then I’d wrap my hands around his throat.” 

Simon narrowed his eyes and tried to figure out what 
the man was saying. “Mr. Franklin, | have to tell you I’m not 
sure what your insinuations are about, but | simply came to 
find out if he was at work on Friday or when the last day you 
saw him might have been.” 

“That would have been the last day he was employed 
here and let me tell you it wasn’t the best of days.” 

“When was that?” 

“Let’s see.” Tom glanced down at a calendar and flipped 
through several pages. “I guess that would have been about 
two months ago. Maybe a little longer.” 

There was no way Simon heard him correctly. “What did 
you say?” A shiver trickled down his spine. What in the fuck 
was going on? 

“About that. That’s the day our illustrious boss almost 
had a heart attack too. Anyway, | can’t tell you anymore 
than what I’ve told you. I’m just not at liberty to say. Can | 
ask you what this is in regard to?” 

“It’s personal and why can’t you tell me?” 

Sniffing, Tom cocked his head. “The entire situation is 
out of my hands. Personal? I’m going to give you a piece of 
advice, son. If this is truly personal | dare say you need to 
get as far away from this man as you can.” 

Simon could tell Tom wasn’t going to say anything else. 
Dropping his shoulders he rubbed his hand across his face. 
“In truth | really need to find him. He has my daughter.” 

Tom opened his eyes wide and exhaled. “I’m sorry, son. 
| wish | could help you more but | just can’t say anything. If 
he has your daughter then | feel for you. He’s a master of 
fooling people. Goddamn he is.” 

“Yeah. | think you’re right.” 

“If you don’t mind I have some things to do.” 


Nodding, Simon walked to the door. “Thank you for your 
time.” As he walked out into the hallway he caught the look 
on Tom’s face seconds before the man grabbed his phone. 
And the man’s hand was shaking. None of this made any 
sense. Swallowing hard he thought about what Tom had 
said. A master of fooling people was an interesting 
statement. 

“You're a friend of Chad’s?” the soft voice came from 
the shadows. 

Simon turned his head and could see the receptionist in 
a doorway. “Yeah, he’s my boyfriend.” He could easily see 
her eyes opening wide. “Why?” 

“Boyfriend?” 

It was the look on her face - shock, a mixture of 
trepidation and a single hint of real fear that caught Simon’s 
attention. “Yeah, at least he was.” 

“Interesting.” 

Interesting? What the hell did that mean? 

She beckoned him into a darkened room. Looking 
behind him she pushed the door shut. “Are you sure you're 
his boyfriend?” 

It was the way she asked the question that caught him 
off guard. “Yeah. Well, given the way he left me maybe I’m 
not so sure.” Simon could easily see she was trying to figure 
out if he was telling the truth. “Do you know what happened 
to Chad? | really just need to talk to him.” 

“| could get fired telling you this but...” She swayed 
back and forth on her feet. 

“Promise | won’t tell anyone anything.” 

“They accused him of stealing money.” 

“They?” 

Shaking her head she bit her bottom lip. “The owner, 
Thomas Edwins and Mr. Franklin. | still don’t believe Chad 
was that kind of guy and there’s been no proof that | know 
of but they wanted him gone so he’s gone.” 

“What do you mean they wanted him gone?” 


“| don’t know all the details but the firm has been 
having trouble for about a year and | honestly think they 
were looking for a scape goat. Chad was always so nice and 
he was involved in a lot of deals but he wasn’t the best 
advisor in the end. If you ask me he cared too much. | think 
they wanted to find a way to get him out. He was good with 
the clients though and many of them loved him.” 

“You're saying they made up the story?” 

Shrugging, the girl brushed her shaking hand through 
her hair. “Well he hasn’t been arrested has he?” Hearing 
noise in the hallway she sucked in her breath and her next 
words were barely audible. “I can’t say anything else but 
maybe talk to the investigating officers.” 

“Investigating officers?” Now this was more than he 
expected. 

She nodded and gave him a darted glance. “I have to 
go. Please don’t say anything. | really need this job.” 

“Don’t worry. | won’t.” But as Simon walked out the door 
and grabbed his phone he sure as shit knew what he was 
going to do. 


kK 


Michael Dayton eyed the unassuming house as he drove 
up and sighed. He’d been working one too many horrible 
cases and so far none of them had ended well. At least he 
was working but the cases weren’t paying the bills. Hearing 
the details on this one didn’t leave him with many hopes 
either. Sadly the court system wasn’t set up to really handle 
abduction cases with consenting spouses involved and from 
what Mary had told him he really didn’t think this one had 
any merit. After all there were two gay lovers having hired a 
Surrogate to have a child together. They weren’t married 
and the adoption wasn’t finalized. 

Short of any horrific wrong doing on the part of the 
abductor, the case could drag through court for years. 


Sighing, he parked and checked his notes before heading to 
the door. The curious aspect was that Mary had never met 
the lover of her friend, Simon Preston or the child and they 
were from what she said the best of friends. While Michael 
normally checked out a potential client thoroughly before 
even agreeing to meet with them had Mary begged for his 
help and he had to admit he needed the damn money. 

Few people in town wanted his services and he was 
barely making ends meet. 

Shaking his head, he sighed as he took mental note of 
the well-maintained house and grounds and the fairly new 
car in the driveway. At least this wasn’t by first appearances 
a bad living environment. Then again he knew looks could 
be deceiving. Knocking on the door Michael brushed his 
hand through his hair as he heard footsteps inside. For some 
reason the man opening the door surprised him. Good 
looking as hell he also had some of the most soulful green 
eyes Michael had ever seen. And they were also the most 
haunted. “Simon Preston?” 

“You must be Michael Dayton. You come with very high 
regards. Come in.” 

Using his ex-police detective’s hat he scanned the 
perimeter as he walked inside. “Thanks. Mary is a great lady 
and a good friend.” 

“| thought | knew all of her friends.” 

Michael couldn’t help but detect a hint of concern in 
Simon’s voice. Well who the hell wouldn’t have it? “We grew 
up on the same street and lost track of each other for a few 
years. | literally ran into her about four years ago in a bar 
and we've tried to get to Know each other again.” 

“Hmmm...okay. Let’s go into the kitchen so we can talk.” 
Simon gave him a harsh look. 

Michael nodded as he followed, understanding the 
man’s concern and then gazed back and forth at the 
comfortable furniture and pictures adorning almost every 
surface. As they moved into the kitchen for some reason he 


was surprised how bright and modern the room was. From 
the stainless steel appliances to the marble tops everything 
screamed expensive. “Beautiful.” 

“Thanks. It was re-designed not that long ago with...with 
a future in mind,” Simon choked. 

“Just beautiful.” Michael suspected the two men had 
decorated the kitchen together. With a new baby, that 
would make sense given the age of the house. 

“Can | offer you anything? I’m planning on having a very 
tall glass of wine if not several.” 

“No, thanks. | don’t drink any longer. Coffee or bottled 
water if you don’t mind.” 

Simon narrowed his eyes and gazed down the length of 
Michael before nodding. “Sure. Hope you don’t mind if | 
have a drink. Been a rough few days.” 

“I can understand.” Michael watched the man move 
about the kitchen and could easily tell how much tension 
there was. He could also see the love for one little girl in 
every aspect of the kitchen. From the colored bits of paper 
taped to the side of the refrigerator to the rolling cart 
holding books and stuffed animals, the kitchen reeked of a 
family. “Tell me about her,” he said softly. 

Handing Michael a bottle of water Simon inhaled deeply 
before speaking. “She’s just a beautiful little girl - all smiles 
and laughter. We were lucky in finding a surrogate who 
didn’t mind we were lovers. You know?” 

“Because you're gay?” 

Simon nodded. “I know we're in two thousand twelve 
but wanting to have a family and hiring a surrogate is still 
considered a bit out there. Besides our town doesn’t 
necessarily approve of our relationship.” 

While Michael knew what he was saying, given the fact 
their town was in full of Baptists, he also knew several same 
sex couples. What he and Drew had he certainly didn’t 
flaunt given his profession but they enjoyed a full 
relationship for over two years with selected few in the 


department knowing and spending time with them as a 
couple. Still, it was hard on he and Drew and they’d kept to 
themselves. Cracking open the water he took a sip as he 
watched Simon’s nervous ticks. “It’s changing. | really 
believe it is.” 

“Not soon enough. Anyway, we really liked Tina and she 
seemed to be the perfect candidate.” 

“That’s excellent. Let me ask you a few questions. Who 
found her, you or Chad?” 

Simon narrowed his eyes. “Chad did. He was always 
searching on the Internet and when he told me she lives in 
town we both thought the situation was perfect.” 

“Sounds like it. You don’t mind if | take notes, do you?” 

“No. | really don’t know what you can do but | just want 
you to find my little girl.” Simon poured a glass of wine and 
swirled the liquid. 

“I understand. | want you to know that I’m saying right 
now I’m taking this case. | want us to talk first. I’m damn 
good at what | do, Simon, but | can’t make miracles happen. 
If | can’t help you then I’m not going to take your money. 
Fair enough?” 

Simon nodded. “Yeah. | get it.” 

“I’m going to ask you some pointed questions. Answer 
as honestly as you can.” 

“Į will.” 

“Has Chad’s behavior been odd lately?” Michael could 
tell by Simon’s eyes that he hadn’t thought about this until 
recently. 

“Odd? If you can call the fact he seduced me the other 
night odd then hell yeah.” 

“Why would that be odd?” 

Shaking his head, Simon stole a glance in Michael’s 
direction before taking a gulp of wine. “We haven't been 
that close but | never would have suspected... Shit, too 
many pieces don’t fit together. But | don’t Know about other 


times. We were strained because of my work load and what 
| thought was his work load.” 

“I understand. Sounds like you’re insinuating something. 
When Mary called she mentioned you might have found 
something out at Chad’s work? Something that bothered 
you?” Taking note of the word seduce Michael cringed. Chad 
was one cold-hearted bastard and given what Mary had said 
he’d already made a few phone calls and with few friends in 
the department he had a difficult time getting any 
information. One thing was for certain, there was a case file 
on Chad Murphy that no one really wanted to talk about. 
Given all his years being a cop, he knew instinctively 
something smelled. 

“They sure as shit didn’t want to tell me anything but | 
gathered they think he stole money and he was fired. Fuck, 
it was almost two months ago. Why wouldn't he tell me 
something like that? Do you think he was too 
embarrassed?” 

The imploring look in Simon’s eyes haunted Michael, like 
the man was waging a war deep inside and losing. In 
thinking about his previous relationship, aspects mirrored 
this one and he had to look away for fear of falling down his 
own treacherous precipice. “I think relationships are difficult 
at best and given the fact we don’t always as humans make 
the best choices in our professional or personal lives, we 
sometimes hide behind a mask. Maybe Chad was simply 
afraid of disappointing you.” 

“Said a like a man who knows from experience.” 

Opening his mouth Michael finally smiled. “Haven’t we 
all been there once or twice?” 

“True enough. You Know what’s so damn gut wrenching? 
| thought he and | had more of an open and honest 
relationship than just to tell me simply and very easily that 
it’s over. Done. Then again, he was faking going to work for 
almost two months so | guess anything is possible. Just 


insane.” Sipping his wine Simon gazed out the window. 
“Fuck! Where the hell could he have gone?” 

“Tell me about his family.” Michael knew more than one 
person in the relationship who chose to hide in plain sight. 
Somehow he already suspected something more. 

“Brother who lives in Washington State. That’s all | know 
of and I’ve been trying to find the phone number. | think 
Chad gave it to me anyway. Shit given what little I’ve found 
in the house | don’t know if l'Il ever find the damn.... I’m 
sorry. I’m just angry” 

“Something we can check out but if you find it that 
would be helpful. You have every right to be furious. | 
would.” Michael tapped his pen. Furious wouldn’t be the 
word. “What about friends?” 

“Friends?” Simon laughed. 

“Did he have friends that you two didn’t share?” 

“Not that | know of. Hell we barely had time to do 
anything outside of work and the baby. She took up a lot of 
time,” Simon breathed as a slight smile crossed his face. 

“No friends, no family and a job he was fired from. 
Interesting.” 

“What are you getting at?” 

“Not getting at anything yet but you have to admit that 
some of this looks odd.” 

“Right now everything seems odd to me. His cell phone 
has been cut off and if | didn’t know better I’d say it had 
been cut with a plan in mind. Hell, | can’t find anything 
about him. | took it for granted he was just a regular guy 
and | realized that | have no idea about his bank accounts or 
anything about his life outside of this house. Hell, | don’t 
even think | ever made a deposit for him in the couple of 
years we knew each other. Shit, I’m a fucking idiot. | knew 
nothing about the man except what was on the surface. 
Nothing. What the fucking hell is wrong with me? My God | 
wasn’t born yesterday for Christ’s sake. | fell into this and 
didn’t ask zip.” Dropping his head, his body shook. “The 


worst part is that | haven’t trusted very many people in my 
for good reason. Damn good reasons.” 

“It’s called trust and sometimes people can act a certain 
way that allows you to believe,” Michael said softly. Damn if 
he didn’t feel terrible for the guy. While his relationship with 
Drew had ended badly, in the middle of a restaurant parking 
lot no less, and he hadn’t been able to talk to the man since 
the awful night, this was mind blowing. Which of course 
meant Chad Murphy had skeletons in his closet. This ugly 
road was paved in deceit. 

“And | should know better after...” 

“After?” There was an odd glint in Simon’s eye before he 
turned away. 

“Doesn't matter and means nothing to this. Whatever 
you need to know ask me. | have some money so whatever 
it takes to find him. l'Il do what you want me too.” 

“I hate to ask you this but do you think it’s possible that 
Chad was seeing someone else?” 

Simon turned his gaze toward Michael and sighed. “If 
you'd asked me a week ago | would have said no, but now | 
don’t think | have any freaking idea. Not sure that anything 
would surprise me any longer.” 

“People can all hide behind what they either want to be 
or want you to think they are,” Michael said through 
clenched teeth. He’d been a PI long enough to know that 
humans wanted to believe in love and trust. 

“That’s an interesting way of putting it.” 

There was no doubt the words had to be said. So many 
people were damn good at being cons and the shock caused 
victims to forget important details. “You do realize that 
when | delve into this | could find some things that will really 
destroy everything you ever thought you knew about the 
man, don’t you?” Michael asked, realizing half the time 
people really didn’t want to know the answers and 
especially the truths. 

“I don’t know if | care any longer.” 


“That’s your hurt talking. Of course you care.” 

Simon shrugged and said nothing. 

“Simon, keep notes. Sometimes it’s the little things that 
bring the real answers to light.” 

“The real answers. You know, | just want to forget but | 
know | can’t. If you take this case do what you have to do.” 

“What do you want out of this, the truth or Ashley?” 

Simon cocked his head as he closed his eyes and 
gripped the counter. “Both. | want both.” When he finally 
opened his eyes they were filled with anger. “I don’t care if 
she’s not my biological daughter. | love her and | want to 
have some life with her if that’s possible. | don’t care what | 
have to do or how much fucking money | have to spend. Do 
you understand me? | love her and she’s all the family | 
have and | want to share my life with her. Okay? And | need 
to tell you something that | can barely believe and | don’t 
know what to do with it.” Locking eyes with Michael the 
answer subsided and only love remained. 

“Tell me.” 

“I know I’ve been a huge fool. | allowed Chad to handle 
too many things. Justin called me and says there’s no 
indication of any adoption process. | just don’t understand 
how that could be.” His hand shaking he brushed it through 
his hair, his eyes dating back and forth. 

“Ah fuck. Then this is more than just an off the cuff plan. 
From the sounds of it Chad really had this thing going for a 
while.” This was not going to bode well. Watching Simon’s 
actions was more than painful and for the first time in 
almost a year Michael felt something besides anger toward 
another man. The thought almost drove him out of the 
house. “I understand. Given what you've just told me, I’m 
going to venture a guess that Chad has left the state at 
least so this isn’t going to be cheap but l'Il try and keep the 
expenses down. Maybe credit card information will show up 
but I’m not banking on it if he planned this. This surrogate - 


lm going to want to talk with her. | don’t want to tip her 
hand though.” 

“Wait a minute. You think maybe Tina is working with 
Chad somehow?” 

“It’s possible. I’ve seen it happen,” Michael breathed. 
“Let’s just do first things first and lay out all the cards. In a 
couple of days l'Il know more of what to do with the 
information.” 

“Fair enough. Like | said, | have money and you can 
fucking have every last damn dime if that’s what it takes to 
garner information and hell, justice.” 

“The truth.” 

Simon shook his head. “The truth. Please do this for me. 
Please. | don’t know what else to do. I’m going to meet with 
my attorney but Justin already told me this is going to go 
nowhere without at least Knowing where Chad is and while 
I'd love to roam the countryside hunting him down | can’t. | 
have to work. | have this project that | have to...” Simon 
grunted and yanked the glass of wine to his mouth. Taking a 
large gulp he hissed. “That sounds pathetic doesn’t it? My 
child is missing and | have to work. There’s no adoption in 
the works, which means | then have no control here and I’m 
going to go to work. | am so...” 

“No, it’s called real life.” 

“Yeah. | have no life but people are counting on me. | 
can’t let them down. l'Il work day and night to help find 
Ashley and make my office happy. Damn it, I will.” 

There was something about Simon’s conviction that 
floored Michael. Still, given the fact Mary had pleaded with 
him to be lenient with his charges since Simon was having a 
difficult time at work, the words troubled him. However, 
there was something about the case and the fortitude of the 
man and he had to help. “Okay. Tell me everything and | 
mean everything. | want to know when you met and how 
and about the surrogate and anything about Chad’s 


behavior that seems weird. | also want to know things like if 
he’s a vegetarian and what he drinks.” 

“Patterns?” Simon asked, refilling his wine. 

“Very good. People can run away from a location but 
they can’t run away from who they are. | also want to know 
everything about Ashley and | want whatever pictures your 
have of them both. Then I’m going to leave you a list of 
some things that only you can do.” 

“Does that mean you'll take the case?” Simon asked, his 
voice quavering. 

Rubbing his jaw, he could easily see there were some 
red flags but Michael knew he’d never wanted to help 
someone as much as he did Simon Preston. “Yeah, | am but 
you have to understand that this case is going to be difficult 
on you and you have to stay strong and fit in your mind. 
This’ll be tough. I’m not going to fool you. You might lose a 
part of yourself.” 

“That’s already happened.” Exhaling slowly, Simon 
pushed his wine aside and pulled out another bottle of water 
before sitting down on the barstool. “lIl tell you everything | 
know and more. You can have complete access to our...my 
computer. | have one at work but it’s just about work. We 
have one here we used together.” 

“Okay, that'll work. Do you have a social security 
number by any chance?” 

“| don’t know.” 

“See if you can find it. That will be the most helpful in all 
of this.” 

Simon nodded. “l'Il go look. The computer is in the living 
room and it’s turned on. We didn’t keep that many things in 
private so you can look through what you want to.” 

“Good start.” Michael looked through the computer and 
could see little of value to the case, but he took a few notes 
anyway. Sometimes clues came in the strangest formats. 

“I think this is it anyway. As | mentioned Chad took 
almost everything but there was an old piece of ID in his 


nightstand | don’t think he remembered was there.” 

Michael took the small piece of identification and 
frowned. There was no picture but at least there was a 
name and social. That was something. “I’m gotten all | can 
here. Let’s talk some before | leave.” 

They talked for almost three hours and after Michael 
went through the house, he was more convinced than ever 
that Chad had planned to leave for at least the two months 
since he’d been fired. There were little clues that Simon 
hadn’t picked up on including the fact that they’d gone ona 
clothes buying spree that Simon had paid for and Chad’s car 
had been completely serviced including four new tires that 
Simon had paid for. While a single event or incident wouldn’t 
draw anyone’s attention, when you put them together they 
burned of a plan in the making. Even the doctor’s 
appointments that were pushed up for Ashley were a clear 
sign and by the time he’d gathered enough information to 
really start his investigation he could tell Simon was aware 
of what he’d allowed to slip by him. Still, the pieces were 
crudely put together almost as if Chad had read a book on 
what would be investigated. 

“I don’t understand. We didn’t have a lot of pictures 
really of our life together but | swear to God we have a few,” 
Simon hissed as he yanked out photo albums. “Okay, very 
few.” 

“| didn’t have but maybe one or two with my lover. Did 
Mary take any of the two of you?” Michael asked. So many 
pieces were beginning to make sense. 

“That’s just it, they’ve never met him.” 

Michael stopped and lifted his head. “Never?” 

“No. | haven’t known him that long and I’ve been 
working so hard and with Ashley and everything. | know that 
sounds odd.” 

Clucking his jaw he simply made mental note of the 
information. “We'll figure it out. Do you have any of 
Ashley?” 


Simon nodded. “Here they are. | remembered we...that | 
have a DVD of us right after Ashley was born. Do you want 
that?” 

“Hell yeah. That will be great.” What Michael wasn’t 
ready to tell Simon was that videos told so many things 
about a relationship and for those in love clues were never 
seen. He could single out the pictures and use them. 

“What now?” Simon asked quietly as he handed Michael 
the DVD. 

“| need a check for ten thousand dollars and I’m going 
to talk to this Edwins Financial Group as well as try and 
determine whether there was really a file opened up on 
Chad or not. Then I’m going to use the power of the Internet 
to track him. Whatever pen names, social networks, email 
services and anything else you can find then email them to 
me here.” Handing Simon a card he hoped to find one piece 
that led him to where the guy might have gone. 

“PIL get you a check.” Simon fingered the card before 
getting up and moving out of the room. 

Michael climbed off the stool and gazed at the bulletin 
board located next to the small kitchen desk. There were 
two distinct sets of handwriting that had scribbled phone 
numbers and notes on several scraps of paper. One out of 
state number caught his attention. He wrote it down just as 
Simon walked back into the room. “Anyone you know?” He 
asked pointing to the slip of paper. 

Simon eyed the number and shook his head. “No, but 
we get calls all the time from out of state. You know, wrong 
numbers. | don’t know. Here’s your check. | know you'll 
probably need expense money too so let me know.” 

“This will do fine for a while unless he’s taken her out of 
the country.” 

“Out of the country? Shit,” Simon said as he shoved his 
hand in his pockets. “Thanks. | don’t honestly know what | 
would be able to do. This has thrown me.” 


“Well, | don’t know anything yet so please don’t thank 
me.” 

“But you have a suspicion of something, don’t you?” 

Michael sighed. The man needed something to hold 
onto. “I think that whatever happened to Chad Murphy 
forced him away. | also think given all the signs he cared for 
you but that’s all I’m prepared to say right now.” 

“Fair enough. I'll call you tomorrow with whatever 
information | find.” 

“Good enough.” Holding out his hand he locked eyes 
with Simon. The moment Simon took his hand he was 
Shocked as a jolt of current passed between them. 
Swallowing hard he resisted yanking his hand away. When 
he finally made it out to the car he realized he was shaking 
like a leaf. This was not the best thing to happen. No, in 
truth there was almost nothing that could be any worse. He 
gazed back at the house and could swear Simon was 
watching him through the window. 

Gulping, he climbed into the car and started the engine. 
For some reason he had a terrible feeling this case was 
going to drag him into despair. 

After stopping at the nearest grocery store Michael 
made it back to his townhouse before dark. He turned on 
the television for company and pulled out a non-alcoholic 
beer. While the taste alone was enough to tempt him into 
drinking, the urges were finally lessening and yet tonight he 
needed a mind-fucking drug to pull him back from the 
memories. Throwing a frozen pizza into the oven he sat 
down to go over his notes. 

This case wasn’t going to be easy at all and he only 
hoped that the single friend he had left in the department 
would talk to him about what he might know. He glanced at 
the phone, debating calling Sam, but there was no other 
way to find out what he had to know. Sucking in his breath 
he dialed Sam’s number and prayed the guy was on duty. 


Without a doubt Sam’s wife sure as shit didn’t like him much 
and hell, he didn’t blame her. 

“Sam Masterson.” 

“Hey Sam, it’s Michael Dayton.” The long pause said 
one too many things. 

“How are you?” 

“Fine.Just fine. Look, | just wanted to ask you to check 
something for me if you can. I’m working on a case and | 
think the guy is being investigated for a possible 
embezzlement scenario but as you can imagine I’ve run into 
a brick wall.” 

Sam exhaled slowly before he spoke. “Look. | know you 
have a job to do, okay, but | could really get into some shit 
giving you information and you know that.” 

“Sam, you're right | have a damn job to do and in truth 
I’m not a monster. | made a mistake and one I’ve paid for 
dearly with every aspect of my life. Now I have a chance to 
help a man who’s daughter was stolen from him and you 
know what? I’m going to do everything in my power to try 
and help him whether | get the information from the good 
ole boys in blue or not. Do you hear me?” He realized he 
was taking his rage out on a man he used to consider one of 
his core friends but damn it he couldn’t help feeling shoved 
into a corner. “Do you?” 

“Okay. Okay. | understand. l'Il see what | can do but | 
can’t promise you l'Il get anything. What’s the guy’s name?” 

“Chad Murphy and he used to work for a financial 
advising firm in town.” Giving Sam their home address and 
social security number from the file he felt confident Sam 
could find out something. 

“Okay. Call me tomorrow and l'Il let you know what | 
find. Okay?” 

“Fine. Thanks.” Michael shook his head and started to 
hang up the phone. Damn it his hands were shaking. 

“Wait, Mike...” 


Michael hissed and brought the phone back to his ear. 
“Yeah.” 

“I’m glad you're doing okay.” 

“Yep.Doing just fine. Thanks for your help.” This time he 
hung up the phone and laughed. “Warm guy. Real warm.” 
While he shouldn’t be bothered he was and as he eyed the 
fake beer he thought about his fake like and even faker set 
of friends and wanted to live again. Hell, he wanted to feel 
again for God’s sake. He deserved that, didn’t he? Hadn’t he 
lived through his own private level of hell for long enough? 
Hadn’t God punished him for his stupidity until he was 
barely a shell of a man? 

Jerking to his feet he went to the fridge and opened it. 
Of course there was nothing alcoholic to drink. He’d thrown 
everything out. Thrown? He’d smashed everything into bits 
in his fit of rage. But right now he’d drink rubbing alcohol if 
the liquid dulled the pain. Pacing the kitchen, Michael 
yanked open cabinet door after cabinet door searching for 
anything he had left. There had to be something. Hell, he 
used to have bottle stashed everywhere and until he 
cleaned out the place he never know how much alcohol he’d 
kept in the house. Hissing, he slammed his hand against the 
counter and thought about what to do. Striding to the 
pantry threw open the door and rifled through bottles and 
cans and pasta and... 

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” God he hated this shit. He stole a 
glance at his keys and contemplated going out to the store. 
His entire body shaking he reached for the mass of steel 
before dragging his hand through his hair. “You won't do it. 
You won’t. You’ve been without a drink for over six months. 
Don’t.” Swallowing hard he closed his eyes and nodded to 
no one in particular. Rocking back and forth he calmed his 
nerves and said a silent prayer. Michael knew he couldn’t 
succumb or he’d be lost forever. Breathe. Remember to 
breathe. As he forced his nerves to calm down he sighed. 
Finally he knew the wave had passed. For now. 


Opening his eyes he smiled and stood, yanking the can 
of disgusting liquid to the sink. Pouring the remainder down 
the drain he reached into the cabinet and pulled down a box 
of tea. It was time to get to work and help a man. At least 
this one he prayed to God he could help. As he put the 
water on he walked back to his folder and opened it slowly. 
Gazing at the little girl’s face he smiled and fingered the 
picture. Chad didn’t want to be found but the beauty 
remained. 

The little girl was so damn beautiful and he prayed to 
God he could help. “I will somehow find a way, Ashley. | 
promise.” Then again he really wanted to help Simon. He 
allowed his thoughts to wander to the man and could tell by 
his throbbing cock just how turned on he was by the 
brooding man with shoulder length dark hair and haunting 
emerald eyes. Sighing, he tried to remember the last time 
he’d made love with Drew. Long enough ago it was simply 
another thorn between them and then there had been the 
rest. 

Hissing, he pushed back the ugly thoughts. After all he 
had work to do. 

Oddly enough he burst into laughter when the oven 
pinged. Life went on. 

Michael finally dropped into bed just before midnight. 
He’d gone through all of the information Simon had given 
him and the notes he took more than once. He’d been a 
pretty good profiler in his days with the department and 
Chad Murphy was no mastermind. Clever, yes but the tell 
tale signs were all over the place. If only Simon had been 
able to take a step back and scrutinized Chad’s behavior he 
would have seen all the changes and the trickle of evidence. 
Instead the poor man was in love with the guy. For all 
practical purposes Chad appeared to be a con man. 
Unfortunately he couldn’t tell what the man had really been 
after at this point. 


As he eased into bed at least he was exhausted and for 
all the right reasons tonight. He’d made some head way, 
had a decent check to deposit in his bank account and felt 
like he could do something to help Simon. Smiling, he licked 
his lips as he turned off his light. And the man was hot. 

For some reason the thought gave him the shivers and 
as he tugged the covers around his chest he also felt horny 
as hell for the first time in months. Shit, the way his cock 
ached he was going to go insane. When had he even 
allowed himself to masturbate last? Hmmm... Licking his lips 
Michael pushed down the covers and yanked off his sweat 
pants. Tossing them onto the floor he nuzzled into the soft 
pillows and sighed, imagining Simon’s face. Why the guy 
drove an intense level of need straight into his system was 
beyond him but he did and while he’d never been into white 
guys before, this one took hot and sultry out for a spin. 

Sliding the flat of his hand down from his chest to his 
stomach, he opened his legs and allowed the cool breeze of 
the ceiling fan to wash over his body. As he eased his hand 
further down and cupped his balls, inhaling deeply, he rolled 
the tender flesh between his fingers as a low moan escaped 
his lips. “Mmmm...” Squeezing his balls roughly, he enjoyed 
the moment of anguish as he envisioned Simon’s mouth 
engulfing his cock, sucking him off as he brushed his fingers 
through his hair. Shivering, he wrapped his other hand 
around the base of his shaft and slid it all the way up to his 
cockhead, squeezing the blood engorged tip until his legs 
shook. 

“Fuck!” Panting, he repeated the move as he continued 
clenching his sac until his heart raced in his chest. Up and 
down he stroked his shaft, alternating between squeezing 
and raking his nails down the length as he tried to imagine 
what it would be like fucking Simon. As his blood raced he 
lifted his legs and grazed his hand down between the crack 
of his ass. Finding his dark hole he slipped the tip of his 
finger just inside as he nipped his bottom lip and wondered 


what it would be like to taste the man, kiss him and breathe 
is his musky scent. 

Up and down he continued pumping his throbbing dick, 
allowing the friction of his hand to remind him he was very 
much alive. “Oh yeah...mmm...” His actions now growing 
almost savage he pushed his finger deeper into his ass, 
savoring the sensations of pain and pleasure mixing 
together in a wonderful dichotomy until he was left 
breathless. Inserting a second and third finger he shivered 
as he flexed them open. As several drops of pre-cum oozed 
from his slit he arched his back, forcing the fingers deeper 
into his asshole. A series of stars floated across his field of 
vision and Michael grunted, realizing how much he wanted 
to be close to a man, craved intense passion, but the 
moments with Drew and... Tamping back the horrendous 
memories he concentrated instead on a few minutes of joy. 
As he continued stroking he drove his fingers in and out of 
his ass, pushing back the tight ring of muscle. “Yes...yes, 
yes, yes...” 

Every part of his body on fire he hissed and allowed the 
climax to race from his balls up his shaft. Unable to stop the 
orgasm, he jerked up from the bed and tossed his head 
back. “Aaaahhhh!” As he erupted Michael panted and felt 
giddy for the first time in months. His cock throbbing, he 
continued going up and down the length of his shaft until his 
hand was covered in cum. Laughing out loud, he shook his 
head and slowly removed his fingers from his ass. “Whew...” 

Lowering his legs Michael slid the slick of cum up to his 
belly as he indulged in one too many sinful fantasies. 
Nothing had felt so damn good in a long time. As he fell into 
a bleary eyed sleep, the last thing he thought about was 
Simon’s dazzling eyes and the fact that after the case was 
done he was going to have a moment with the man if it was 
the last thing he did. 

“Wait a minute, what do you think you’re doing?” 


Michael eyed his partner as he slammed the car door 
shut. “My job!” 

“I don’t think you should be driving.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” 

“You know exactly what I’m talking about!” Sam 
snapped as he eased into the passenger seat. 

“I’m fine.” Turning on the ignition he exhaled slowly and 
jerked away from the curb. 

“Fine? | don’t think so and I am out of my mind here. Pull 
over.” 

Michael turned his head and snarled before slamming 
his hand on top of the dashboard. “I don’t know what you're 
insinuating, damn it!” 

“lm not insinuating anything. I’m telling you what | 
know.” 

“What is it then, Sam? Tell me.” 

“Just keep your fucking eyes on the road. Okay?” Sam 
hissed. 

“Just tell me what you're getting at?” Michael was 
furious and could barely see straight. When his partner of 
five years didn’t answer he couldn’t take it any longer. “I 
mean it, just tell me!” Turning his head he could see the fury 
on his partner’s face. “God fucking damn it! Tell me!” 

“Keep your eyes on the road.” 

Shaking his head Michael sucked in his breath. “Tell me 
now!” 

“Michael, get your fucking eyes on the road.” Jerking 
forward Sam turned his head to stare at Michael, his mouth 
open. “Michael!” 

“Sam!” 

“Michael! No!” 

As Michael eased his eyes forward everything happened 
in slow motion. As a blur crossed in front of the car he 
slammed on his brakes and screeched. “Nnooooo!!!” 

Michael struggled to get loose from whatever was 
holding him down. “Fuck!” Finally managing to free his 


body, he dropped to his knees, hitting the floor with a hard 
thud. Allowing his eyes to become adjusted to the dim 
lighting, he calmed his nerves as he tried to remember 
where he was. “You’re safe and in your room. You’re okay. 
You're...” Seconds later he eased back onto his ass and 
dropped his head into his hands as his body shook. 

He hadn’t had the dream in a good two months. And he 
knew why now. Biting his lip he reminded himself one more 
time he was okay. As tears slipped from his eyes he realized 
that the way he looked at the world would never be the 
Same and he remembered what a fucking monster he was. 


Chapter Four 


Michael groaned as he finally dragged his exhausted 
body out of the shower. Somehow the hot water had eased 
the tension in his aching muscles but his heart and mind 
remained heavy. The moment he stepped onto the cool tile 
floor, he tried to think about the last good times he’d really 
had and what led him down the wretched past. Being a cop 
was all he ever wanted to do but in a tough precinct, 
between the murders and abusive assaults he’d witnessed 
over his ten years, he’d almost shifted into a heightened 
state of insanity. In truth he had and was lucky he had only 
lost his job. The memories would forever remain as his 
permanent imprisonment and one well deserved. 

By the time he got dressed and walked into the kitchen 
to brew a fresh pot of coffee it was well after nine. Shaking 
his head he was ready to lay out a course of action when his 
cell phone rang. Seeing Sam’s number pop up surprised 
him. Was this good or bad? “Sam. Surprised to hear from 
you so soon.” 

“Yeah well, you got a minute?” Sam asked, his voice 
strained. 

“Sure, what’s up?” 

“| found a few things out about this Chad Murphy, but in 
truth I’d rather see you in person before | say anything. Can 
you meet me in like thirty minutes at the Starbucks on 
Madison?” 

Glancing at his watch a feeling of apprehension trickled 
down his back. “That'll work.” 

“See you then.” 

Michael stared at the phone and skipped making the 
coffee. This was much more important. 

Ten minutes later he was out the door, his notes in 
hand. When he walked into the crowded shop he had to 
scan the perimeter twice before he saw Sam sitting at a 
table in the corner. Sauntering over remembered he hadn't 


seen Sam since the last day he was at the precinct. Since 
then they’d grown apart. “Hey. | got here as quickly as | 
could.” 

Sam lifted his head, a harsh looking crossing his face 
before he smiled. “Thanks for coming. | bought you a cup of 
coffee.” 

“Thanks.” Sitting down slowly, Michael wasn’t certain 
what to make of the man’s guarded demeanor. They’d 
Shared dinners and parties, holidays and family celebrations 
and yet the awkwardness remained. Perhaps the strain 
would never go away. “I take it you found out something.” 

“Not much and in truth when | looked the file was 
incomplete but given what | did find I’m concerned.” 

“Concerned?” 

Sniffing, Sam looked around the coffee shop before 
leaning further across the table. “I’m not going to get in the 
middle of this and in truth | don’t think you should, but 
whatever they were investigating it’s dead in the water.” 

“Any idea why?” 

“Could be they found nothing.” 

“Come on, Sam. Then you and | both know they’d stamp 
the case closed. What aren’t you telling me?” 

Fiddling with his coffee cup, Sam shook his head and sat 
back, glancing around the perimeter of the shop. 

“What? Come on.” 

“Fine but this has to stay hush, hush. Someone asked 
for the investigation to be stopped. And no, | don’t know 
who did. | can’t tell if they’re stalling to buy some time or 
gather more evidence but whatever is going on, they 
shoved this file so far back into the cobweb section they 
figured no one would ask any questions. I’m not raising any 
red flags, period. So all | will tell you is that something 
happened at Edwins Financial and as soon as the 
investigation was started, the damn thing was slammed 
shut.” 


“You're afraid someone's going to find out you gave me 
information?” Michael was angry but it wasn’t Sam’s fault. 
Ever since he’d been dismissed the entire force had turned 
their back. They barely tolerated the fact he was gay in their 
don’t ask don’t tell situation and then when the accident 
occurred they their ever convenient excuse in the book to 
slam the door in his face. 

“That’s not fair and you know it!” 

“Do I? Then what is it?” 

“Look, I’m really sorry about the way you’ve been 
treated but whatever is happening here doesn’t have 
anything to do with you so get the fucking chip off your 
Shoulder.” Sam’s voice rising, he hissed, growing the 
attention of the closest tables. 

Inhaling deeply Michael shook his head. “Fine. Then 
what is it?” 

“Jesus Christ, Michael. | could get my ass fired for saying 
anything and | swear to God it’s just a hunch.” 

“But?” 

“But... But someone wants this case shut down bad. | 
think someone in the department had no other choice.” 

Sam’s voice was barely audible but Michael had heard 
enough. “Someone in the department? As in who?” 

“I don’t know. It’s more about what wasn’t said. | will tell 
you this, the name Chad Murphy has been wiped off of 
everything an every record. l’d start there.” 

“An alias?” 

“| didn’t have enough time to look at anything more 
than scanning the social number and there is a real name 
attached to it, but if the guy is in his thirties then he does 
exist. The odd thing is the way the file was locked down 
labeling the box James Doe. To be honest with you | only 
found it by accident. There was one computer file | traced to 
both names, given the closeness of the numbers, and a 
couple names came up the same in both files. | just demised 
the rest.” 


“Shit. Well that would make sense then,” Michael said as 
he leaned back in the chair. “What in God’s name would 
cause the force shut down the investigation?” 

“Shit man. It’s an election year. If its a 
misunderstanding, if you know what | mean, then maybe all 
it took was a simple bit of encouragement. Think about what 
I’m saying. If the guy really planned his demise then don’t 
you think he would cover all his tracks? Maybe he stole the 
money but many he was blackmailing somebody at the firm. 
Happens all the time and you know what | mean. We've 
been there.” 

Sam had a damn good point. If Chad had taken some 
seed money to start a new life from a wealthy client or two 
and made sure if he was found out a way to shut down the 
question before they really started, then he could move 
quietly onto phase two. What he couldn’t get past was why 
take the child? Of all things if the guy wanted to start a new 
life then why not leave Ashley with Simon? “Thanks. It’s a 
place to start.” 

“I know the information is not much but that’s all | can 
give you. Who knows, maybe this Chad guy is some big 
wig’s son. | do wish you luck on helping this guy. | really do. | 
know how important it is for you.” 

For the first time in months Michael could see the friend 
he’d once known. “Thanks. This one stinks and I really want 
to help Simon Preston. | just wish you could arrest this Chad 
Murphy for taking the little girl.” 

“You know | hate to say this but there’s nothing in 
writing that says this guy took the kid officially.” 

“But...” Michael started. 

Sam held up his hand. “Hold on here. | don’t care how 
much you might like this Simon Preston, you have to keep 
your detective hat on here. How do you know this guy?” 

“He’s a friend of a girl | know. What are you trying to 
insinuate?” 


“I’m trying to get you to think with your head. How 
many of these cases turn out to be abuse or something 
even worse and a Story is fabricated while the truth is hiding 
in plain sight?” 

Michael hissed, knowing he had a damn good point. 
“Gut instinct and | saw how torn up Simon was. Can’t you do 
something to find Chad?” He knew the answer before 
asking. “I know what you’re going to Say.” 

“You were always good at uncovering all kinds of shit 
underneath rocks. My suggestion is you do that and look 
deep into every dark hole. Don’t feel sorry for this guy until 
you know all the facts. Every story has something hidden 
beneath a murky haze and you know it. There is no perfect 
life and no perfect relationship.” 

“Said like a man who knows from his own personal 
experience.” Michael was well aware of the demons Sam 
had hidden from his wife. The couple was just lucky they 
were getting back on track. 

Sam looked away and sighed. “You know what I’m 
telling you. | know shit has been tough on you but take 
some advice from a friend. Don’t get in over your head with 
this one. You have to think about this child first.” 

“I Know where you’re going with this but don’t worry. | 
think somehow this is more cathartic than | know. Besides, 
the man I’m working for needs a break.” 

As Sam drained his coffee and stood, he smiled down at 
Michael. “I think maybe then you both do and this time | 
hope you get it.” Patting Michael on the shoulder he walked 
away. 

Michael fiddled with his coffee cup as he thought about 
the little bit of information. So Chad was lying about his 
identity and accused of stealing but no one wanted to 
investigate. That would probably mean something fairly 
huge. Chad Murphy was somebody on the radar. Why in the 
hell was he involved with Simon Preston? Then again if Sam 
was right maybe there was a lot more to this story than a 


sweet love scene between two men and one who had no 
idea his life was going to be ripped apart in one brief 
moment. Perhaps it was time to check into Simon’s 
background. 

On the way to Edwins Financial, he stopped at his bank 
and made a deposit. The ten thousand would come in handy 
paying the rent for a little while. That was certain. He’d 
done enough investigating about Edwins to know they 
handled some of the wealthiest clients in the state. In truth 
they seemed to have the market corned. He suspected that 
whatever Chad Murphy was into the powers that be 
certainly wouldn’t want their reputation sullied if the guy 
had taken money while in their tender loving care. 

As he headed into the office he eyed the slender girl 
sitting behind the receptionist desk and put on his best shit- 
eating grin. After all he was a large black man in what he 
suspected was a primarily white neighborhood and the 
business reeked of suburban wealth. Glancing at her 
nametag shoved against the back of her stack of papers he 
leaned over the desk. “Hi ya, Maggie. How are you today?” 

His look full of disdain she smiled. “Can | help you?” 

“I’m hoping you can. | just needed to ask a few 
questions about Chad Murphy.” 

“You too?” Slapping her hand over her mouth she eyed 
the closed office door. “I’m sorry. And you are?” 

Pulling out his credentials Michael smiled again. Michael 
Dayton. I’m a private investigator working on a missing 
child case. | found out through my exhaustive investigation 
that Chad Murphy not only was fired from his position here 
but was accused of embezzling funds from...let me see...” 
Tugging out his notebook he eyed the blank page, not 
allowing Maggie to see what he was doing. “Three of your 
clients?” 

Frowning, she stole a quick glance toward the door 
again before leaning forward. “Only two and | think we 
finally have them calmed down enough they aren’t going to 


leave us but Mr. Franklin and Mr. Edwins are very angry. l... 
missing little girl? That’s what that guy said too. So sad.” 

“That guy? You mean Simon Preston?” 

She blinked and wrinkled her nose. “I don’t remember.” 

“Sexy guy about six foot three with dark hair and the 
most intense green eyes you’ve ever seen?” Michael asked, 
studying her confused look. The girl Knew much more than 
she was able to let on. 

“Oh yeah. Real cute, but he was awfully confused.” 

“Confused how?” Before Michael had a chance to press 
her the inner office door opened and two older men walked 
out. Seeing Michael the older man was none too happy. 

“Can | help you?” The man was very professional 
looking with stark white hair and wore a serious scowl. 

“And you are?” Michael asked as he nodded to the other 
man, who he suspected was one of the wealthy clients. He 
held out his hand and rose to his full height. 

“Tom Franklin, one of the managing partners.” While he 
shook hands he glanced at Maggie, his face glum. 

“Michael Dayton. I’m just new in town, bringing in a 
large portfolio and needed to find an investment firm. You 
come highly recommended by Chad Murphy. | believe you 
know him?” 

Narrowing his eyes, Tom turned slightly so that only 
Michael could see his curious glare. “Why certainly. We’ll go 
into my office. Allow Maggie to take you there while | show 
my client out.” 

“Of course. Thank you.” While he followed Maggie down 
an expansive hallway he kept his eyes darting back and 
forth. The firm had money, no doubt, but there was more 
than one empty office. He fully suspected they’d already 
lost more than one client over the Murphy situation. 

“You can wait in here.” Maggie swallowed hard. 

“What were you going to tell me earlier, Maggie? 
Something about Preston or about Chad?” 


Hearing noise she shook her head and smiled. “Would 
you like some water or coffee?” 

“No but thank you very much,” Michael said as he 
moved to the window and folded his arms. He kept a smiled 
plastered to his face as Tom walked in and closed the door 
with a hard thud. “Thank you for agreeing to see me on 
such short notice.” 

“Cut the crap. What is it you’re really looking for? That 
fucker has been nothing but a thorn in my side. Shouldn’t 
have hired him period.” 

“Then why did you?” 

“Who are you?” 

“Working for Simon Preston who is looking for the man 
for personal reasons.” It was easy to see Chad had riled the 
entire company. The man’s cagey actions were interesting. 

“Let me guess, the fella in here before? l'Il tell you the 
same thing | told him. Chad Murphy is an asshole and glad 
to be rid of him,” Tom huffed as he moved around his desk 
and began searching through a stack of papers. 

“How much did he take from your clients?” 

Tom snapped his head up. “None of your damn 
business, Mr. Dayton. The situation was a mess but it’s 
handled now.” 

“Handled? You mean swept under the rug, don’t you? 
Can’t have all those wealthy folks knowing you lost what, 
thousands of dollars until your watch?” 

His eyes narrowing Tom exhaled slowly. “You know 
nothing. | assume Mr. Murphy stole from your client as 
well?” 

“You assume correctly. | need to track him down so what 
can you tell me about him?” Michael inched closer. Towering 
over the man he did want to intimidate him. The guy was 
definitely hiding something. 

“Not much to tell and I’m not at liberty to say anything.” 

Palming the man’s desk he leaned over until he was a 
mere four inches from Tom’s face. “I’m going to gather you 


really don’t want your clients to know all the sordid details 
of just how much money Chad stole while in your 
employment or that you swept the entire situation under 
the rugs but what, paying back your clients with perhaps 
insurance money? Did | happen to hit the nail on the head, 
Tom?” Seeing the bead of sweat trickling down the side of 
Tom’s face he knew he had indeed. 

“You don’t know what you're talking about.” Tom’s voice 
was Strangled. 

“I don’t? You see before | retired from the police 
department | was a senior detective working on insurance 
fraud cases and I| can smell them a thousand miles away so 
unless you really would love for me to talk with your agent 
and to have his contact information on speed dial | suggest 
you tell me every detail. | want to know the clients, the 
amounts, the timing and | want a copy of Chad’s 
employment record. Is that clear or should | go ahead and 
get both Mr. Edwins and your insurance agent on the phone 
first and then the police second? It’s entirely up to you.” 
Grinning, he remained where he was, his eyes locked on 
Tom's. 

Tom sputtered and hissed but eased back slowly as he 
paled. “1...1 don’t have the authority.” 

“If you need more time to think about it l'Il just call your 
agent.” Whipping out his phone he started punching in 
numbers. 

“No. No! Don’t do that. We’ve had enough damn 
trouble. This is ridiculous. | can’t keep holding the cloak over 
everything while the others... Hell.” Picking up his phone he 
hit a single button. “Maggie. Bring me everything you have 
on Chad Murphy. No, | know what | said but | need all of it. 
Go ahead and take it to one of the empty offices. We’re 
going to have a visitor for a couple of hours.” Lifting his 
head Tom licked his lips. “Mr. Dayton, you can have access 
to some of the files for your investigation but we don’t need 


any trouble and | will make your job very difficult for you if 
you cross us. Do you understand?” 

“Is that a threat, Mr. Franklin?” 

As Tom headed for the door he turned and smiled. “Call 
it a business arrangement.” 

Michael smiled and followed the man to an empty office 
near the back. 

“You should be comfortable in here and Maggie will 
Show you where everything is. You can make copies but 
nothing original can leave this office. Are we clear?” 

“Oh crystal, Mr. Franklin.Crystal indeed.” He glanced 
around the sparse office as Tom left and shook his head. 
He’d learned a few tricks in his book and had no problem 
using but suspected that Tom Franklin might check up on 
him and that wouldn’t bode well for additional cooperation. 

“Here’s the main file. l'Il bring you the others from the 
vault,” Maggie said quietly as she set down the file and 
looked around the room, her face flushing. 

“Thank you. What’s wrong?” 

“Just that this was his office, Chad | mean. I always liked 
him and never believed what they said, you know?” 
Glancing over her shoulder she kept her voice low. 

“Con men sometimes can be very deceiving. That’s 
what they do best.” How poetic being in Chad’s former 
office. Was this intentional? 

“I know. | better go. l'Il bring you the other file in a little 
while.” 

A few hours later and Michael had a pretty good 
indication of what had happened and yet there was such 
something that continued to nag at him. There were some 
inconsistencies and he could see Chad was smooth, too 
smooth and no wonder his employers been conned. The way 
the money was taken was as close to being as brilliant as 
he’d ever seen and it must have taken a savvy client who 
scrutinized every last dollar to figure out what Chad had 
done. He rubbed his eyes and watched as a parade of 


people left the office. Checking his watch, he was surprised 
it was already past five thirty. One thing he knew he had to 
do was talk to the owners and just from reading some of the 
paperwork he could tell the advising firm was a family 
operation and Tom wasn’t family. The man probably only 
knew but so much. He chuckled. Didn’t all families have 
secrets? 

As more and more people left for the day, he took the 
opportunity to check through drawers looking for any 
personal information that Chad might have left behind. If 
the guy was rushed out of the office then Michael was 
certain the man had probably ten minutes to gather his shit. 
He pulled out a few loose papers and flipped through them. 
There were certain dates and names that didn’t ring a bell 
as to what he’d seen in the files. It was more about the out 
of state information that gave him pause. The information 
was maybe nothing but worth keeping in the back of his 
mind anyway. Double-checking no one was around, he 
shoved the papers in his notebook and pulled open another 
drawer. 

“You won't find anything of value.” 

“What?” Jerking his head up, the sound of Maggie’s 
voice surprised him. 

“I mean personal effects. He didn’t keep much here.” 
Her look cautious, she eased into the room, glancing around 
the perimeter as if searching for answers. 

“Private man?” Michael asked as he closed the draw and 
the folders and pushed then across the desk. 

“Yeah.Mostly. He really worked hard especially in the 
beginning and | don’t think he was liked that much. He used 
to talk to me sometimes but he mostly kept to himself.” 

“What kinds of things did you two talk about?” 

“The fact he was new to the city and places to go 
sometimes. Just every talk more than anything.” 

Michael stood slowly. “But you can’t make sense of this, 
can you?” 


Maggie shrugged as she waved to a crowd of men 
leaving. “No. He just didn’t seem the type.” 

“Did he ever mention his boyfriend?” 

She laughed. “No. And that really shocked me the other 
day too.” 

“Why did it shock you?” 

“Well that guy who came to ask about him said he was 
Chad’s boyfriend and it just surprised me.” 

“Maggie, there are gay couples.” 

“That’s not it.” 

Easing toward her Michael sat on the edge of the desk. 
“What is it then?” 

“See, Chad was married and | think expecting a baby.” 
Maggie nibbled on her bottom lip. 

“What?” 

“Yeah. | heard him talking to his wife many times over 
the phone. You know it’s odd too cause one time when he 
was having a really bad day he mentioned something about 
a guy bugging him. Stalking him. Yeah, he used the word 
stalking. Said he couldn’t get away from the guy. | told him 
to talk to the police. Shit. Maybe his was this boyfriend guy.” 
Her eyes opened wide. 

“Did he call the police?” Michael hated to admit it but 
this was interesting news. 

“I don’t know but he was scared. | can tell you that,” 
Maggie said as she looked down at the floor. 

Oh more than his hackles were raised. “This is really 
important, Maggie. Did Chad say anything about this guy?” 

She glanced out the window as she rubbed the tip of her 
finger across her lip. “He said he wouldn’t look at all like a 
stalker and that...” Her eyes opened wide as she turned her 
head. 

“What is it?” 

“He said the guy was like a cover model with the most 
soulful green eyes he’d ever seen. And you know what? 
That’s when all the weird shit started happening here too.” 


“What do you mean weird shit?” 

Maggie’s hand trembled as she brushed it through her 
hair. “Weird calls for Chad and some odd mail that didn’t 
make any sense and one early morning | heard Chad 
screaming on the phone. | thought it was a personal thing 
but the conversation was really awful. Ugly. He was 
screaming to stay away from him and something like you’re 
going to get yours. Shit! I’m sorry. | didn’t think about that 
until now. Do you think there was any way he was framed?” 

“I don’t know.” Now he was angry. 

Maggie nodded. “But this has to mean something, 
right?” 

His heart racing, Michael couldn’t get out of the building 
fast enough. 

“Fuck!” One thing he hated was being taken for a ride 
and the thought that perhaps Mary had been as well nearly 
burned him into the ground. Damn it he should have done 
more checking on Simon Preston. Well the very best thing 
he could do was to confront the man. Hissing as he drove, 
he tried to calm his nerves down. Either Simon didn’t really 
know this guy and for some reason had it in his mind he 
wanted his life or maybe the guy was nuts. “Hold on and 
think like a cop. One of them is lying but which one?” 

When he pulled his car into the driveway of Simon’s 
house, he could clearly see Chad’s vehicle wasn’t there and 
yet several lights were on. He put the car into park and sat 
thinking about what to do. Sniffing, he climbed out of the 
car and headed for the front door. As he pressed the bell he 
knew Simon was gone. Michael waited an appropriate 
amount of time and then walked to several of the windows 
peering inside. There seemed to be nothing odd until he 
moved into the backyard. Peering in through the back 
Sliding door he shook his head. It looked like Simon had 
gotten very angry over something. Perhaps someone was 
calling his bluff. 
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Simon spent the rest of the day going through every 
box, stack of clothing and computer file that had anything to 
do with Chad and found nothing extraordinary. In truth he’d 
torn the house almost apart and grew angrier by the 
minute. He paced back and forth and attempted to put the 
broken pieces together that made no sense in his mind. 
Okay, what next? As he paced the floor, striding back and 
forth, his long legs pumping he thought about the few 
friends who knew that Chad even existed. Shit, it was not 
only a short list but he and Chad had kept to themselves. 
Scratching his head he tried to figure out who had even 
been at their house. The answer? Not one person. He stood 
quietly for several minutes as the realization set in. 

“Hi Ann, it’s Simon Preston...good...yeah thanks. Look, 
have you seen Chad at all? No, we just had a fight and...no | 
understand. Yeah, if you don’t mind call me if you hear from 
him.” Simon shook his head and punched in another 
number, his patience already wearing thin. 

“Mark, Simon. Nice to hear your voice too. Have you 
talked to Chad recently?” As he glided to the window he 
stared out into the night sky and watched the clouds pass in 
front of the stars. “Okay, if you do just give me a call. Yep, 
we'll do that.” Gripping the phone hard he clamped down 
with enough force he could hear a tiny crackle. “Calm down. 
Who else?” 

There was only one other person he could think of. This 
time he got the machine. “Hey Marty. It’s Simon Preston. | 
know we haven’t talked in a while but if you’ve talked with 
Chad give me a call. Just one of those things. Thanks, man.” 
Hanging up the phone he laughed. Okay now what the fuck 
else could he do? 

Huffing, he grabbed a beer and sat down at the 
computer as the thought about any the social media sites 
ever mentioned by Chad. They hadn't been big in keeping 


up with friends as the majority of them were in town and as 
Simon chuckled, they were his friends from the past, not 
Chad’s. If he had to stop and think about it Chad never 
mentioned going to lunch with another person from his 
office or tying one on with the guys. Simon thought the 
concept endearing at first. Maybe Chad simply didn’t want 
to get close to anyone. However it was Chad who'd really 
Shown him about Facebook after they met. Maybe it was 
time to delve into heavy sleuthing. 

After two failed attempts to get into Chad’s personal 
Facebook account he grew frustrated. He didn’t know one 
Goddamn password period. Oddly enough Simon had been 
fairly open about his accounts. Granted, he was no social 
mogul so none of them mattered much but Chad had never 
offered. The only thing he could get into was Chad’s email 
account since Simon had insisted Chad should simply add a 
second email address. He surfed through the normal crap 
emails and could see large blocks that had been deleted. 
Growing more curious, he began looking more closely at any 
that offered a suggestion of Chad's life. After two hours of 
searching, one email did catch his eye and the contents 
were disconcerting. 

Simon shook his head and remembered something 
almost in passing Chad had told him. The damn words now 
burned in the back of his mind. At least Daniel had told him 
some of the same things but little else. In accordance with 
the adoption laws and the court papers that had been 
signed regarding Ashley’s birth contact with the surrogate, 
at this point direct contact was supposed to be limited. Later 
other determinations could certainly made but all parties 
had agreed at this point it was best for the child and the 
mother had given up all her rights to Ashley. Or so he 
thought. An email labeled Kiki was found buried in spam but 
it had been answered. Immediately Simon’s hackles were 
raised. Kiki was the pet name they gave Ashley from the 
time she was born. He remembered the endearing name 


had been Chad’s thought given she was as cute as kiwi and 
somehow Kiki came out. 

When he opened the email he was shocked to see 
picture after picture that had been sent to Tina Young, which 
couldn’t be any coincidence it was the name of their 
surrogate. While it was one email and sent three weeks 
before it was the words that bothered him the most - for 
your sense of being. What in the hell did that mean? Staring 
at the computer screen he pushed back his emotions. The 
message could simply be nothing more than a thank you for 
the time Tina spent taking care of Ashley when Chad was 
sick. As he leaned back in the chair he continued surfing 
and thought about the closeness they’d all developed 
during the first two months. Chad was sick enough he 
couldn’t work and Tina was a constant companion even 
bringing home cooked meals over. They couldn’t have done 
everything without her during that time. Had they done the 
right thing? 

Simon couldn’t get over the thought that Tina must 
mean more to Chad than he originally thought. Making a 
mental note to call her he took a sip of warm beer and 
simply stared at the computer monitor. “Where did you go 
and why?” His heart raced as a series of images of their 
past flashed across the back of his mind. Every dinner and 
every movie seen together and every dinner out... Dropping 
his head he hissed. There was no doubt he was going mad. 
He swallowed hard trying to calm his nerves. “Think 
Goddamn it. Think.” 

Brushing his finger across the seam of his mouth he 
suddenly remembered the Facebook page he and Chad had 
set up together. It had been a test and a testament to 
Ashley. They’d gathered pictures of their life together and 
Ashley’s. Fumbling with the keys he finally remembered the 
password and sighed on - to an almost blank page. There 
was nothing other than a few pictures of Simon. “What? 
What the fuck did you do?” They sure as shit didn’t have 


that much set up but there was a lot more than a whole lot 
of nothing. From the songs they included together and the 
information on movies and most importantly a telling of 
their lives together. There was nothing. Except for one word 
on the wall posted recently. Done. 

Every part of his body shaking, nothing had enraged 
him in all the years he’d lived except for the time with his 
mother’s... “No! This can’t be happening. It just can’t.” He 
clenched his eyes shut and held the bottle of beer to his 
forehead, wishing for so many things. “When you open your 
eyes again you’re going to see everything there. All your 
memories will be there.” But of course they weren’t. As the 
past collided with the present he couldn’t think clearly any 
longer. Angry and incensed he pitched the bottle of beer 
across the room. As it shattered against the back wall 
sending shards of glass to the floor he dropped his head to 
the desk, his fingers clawing the desktop. Barely able to 
breathe he sucked in his breath and finally his rage got the 
better of him. 

Jerking to his feet, he pushed the desk hard and in an 
instant the entire contents slid to the floor including the 
computer. Amidst the crackles and hisses the final thud was 
the jarring realization he’d just destroyed the only real 
connection to Chad he had. Rage settling deep inside, he 
threw his head back he roared. “Aaaaahhhh!” As Simon 
Slapped his hands on the side of his face and dropped to his 
knees, shaking back and forth, he suddenly could see very 
clearly as if for the first time in his life. While he may go to 
hell for what he was about to do he was going to get Ashley 
back no matter what it took and in the process find out 
answer. Licking his lips he glanced over at the mess and 
burst into laughter. “You fucking asshole.” 

Minutes later he was resolved and stronger than ever as 
he rose to his feet slowly and walked slowly to the 
computer. Gazing down at the heaping mess he spit across 
the ruined machinery and turned toward the kitchen. 


Defiantly he glanced at the clock and he smiled as he 
grabbed his coat and keys. There was definitely one woman 
who had a strong connection and he was going to get some 
answers. 

Resolved, he headed for the back door. His phone rang. 
Anticipating Michael he grabbed it quickly. “Please tell me 
you've found something.” 

For a moment Simon thought the call had ended. When 
he heard what had to be a crackling noise followed by the 
sound of a child laughing in the background a chill swept 
through his body. “Who is this?” 

“Your entire world is caving in on you just like it should. 
You thought you were the fucking important one, didn’t 
you?” 

“Chad?” Simon’s heart thumped hard in his chest and 
then he grew very angry. “What do you want? What the hell 
does that mean?” 

“Want? And you know what the fuck it means. Just 
checking to see if you killed yourself yet.” 

“What?” The call had ended but Simon knew exactly 
who was on the phone yet the voice sounded so much 
different, almost crazed. “Kill myself? What the hell are you 
talking about?” He stared at the mess again and knew a 
game was being played but who were all the players? 
Snarling, he lifted his middle finger to the ceiling and 
headed out to the door. No one was going to play him. No 
one. 

Simon knew the way to Tina’s house easily and even his 
burning rage didn’t seem to stop him. He was no detective 
but if the woman was in some way in cahoots with Chad 
then it would be easy to tell. Parking down the street he 
made his way to her house in the dark, all the while gazing 
around him. The neighborhood was quiet except for an 
occasional dog barking. Sighing, he glanced over his 
Shoulder before continuing to the house. Nervous, he 
headed for the closest window and darted glances inside. 


He could see normal signs of activity including a television 
set glowing in the living room. Out of the corner of his eye 
he saw what had to be Tina moving back and forth in the 
doorway of the kitchen, phone in hand. While he was no 
sleuth he decided it was time to see if the woman had been 
playing either both of them or perhaps she was somehow 
more connected to Chad than he originally thought. 

Keeping a low profile he eased around the side of the 
house that was the darkest. Simon moved to the back 
Slowly and heard a combination of her voice and the 
television and as he neared the back deck he could clearly 
see the blinds were open on the large bank of French doors. 
He moved to the very edge of the deck and the angle 
allowed him the opportunity to peer inside. As he craned his 
neck he could just make out what had to be a high chair. 
Blinking furiously he looked again. There was no doubt the 
metal and plastic was a highchair and by the looks of it 
some little boy...or girl had been placed on the seat recently 
given the crackers or cookies adorning the top. 

Slapping his hand over his mouth, he resisted gasping 
and stumbled backwards. The blow couldn’t have been any 
worse. His entire body shaking he knew in his heart that 
Tina had taken the baby with Chad. Simon closed his eyes 
and clenched his fists and raced up her back stairs. Steeling 
his nerves he pounded on the back door. 


KKK K 


Michael made it to Mary and Justin’s house in no time. 
While he remained angry, he knew that Mary had nothing to 
do with whatever Simon was in the middle of. As he knocked 
on their door he tried to figure out how to tell ask them 
certain questions. His cop instinct told him he needed to 
sort out the facts soon. 

“Michael. What are you doing here?” Mary smiled. 
“Come in. We’re just about to have dinner. Will you stay?” 


“I hate to say this but it’s not a social call,” Michael said 
quietly. 

“Something’s happened to Simon?” Her eyes opening 
wide, she ushered him inside. 

“No but | need to know some things about him and what 
you know about Chad?” 

Justin turned from the stove and gave Mary a look. “Uh- 
oh. That’s a tone. What did you find out?” 

“That while Chad may or may not have been stealing 
money, there’s something odd about not only his behavior. 
The receptionist shared he was married and being harassed 
by one very good looking man who had dazzling green 
eyes,” Michael hadn’t telling a partial lie but he had to see 
Mary’s reaction. When a moment of uncertainly flashed 
across her eyes, haunting her he knew. “Mary, what aren’t 
you tell me about Simon? If you really believe that he was 
involved with Chad and had a child with him, then I have to 
know everything because the evidence is starting to mount 
in a very bad direction and I’m not sure what to make of it.” 

“What do you mean if?” Mary snapped. 

Justin eased from around the island and wrapped his 
arm around her waist, pulling her into his chest. “Tell him. 
Michael has a right to know.” 

“No! This has nothing to do with that.” Jerking away 
Mary walked to the window and folded her arms. 

“Honey, you have to tell him everything.” his voice 
barely audible, Justin rubbed her arm as he nodded toward 
Michael. “He’s only trying to help.” 

“I can’t betray him this way. | just can’t,” Mary groaned. 

Sighing, Michael leaned against the counter. “Look. | 
know for certainty that there is a human with Chad’s name 
somewhere in the world. Granted, | haven’t had time to 
investigate everything yet. | have to ask you both a 
question. Is it possible Simon wanted something from this 
person so badly he made up the rest? Is it possible Simon 


was say thwarted by this guy and grew angry? Justin, did 
you tell Simon there was no adoption in the works?” 

Justin nodded. “I did.” 

“And how did he react?” 

“He was very upset. Angry,” Justin said. “Wouldn’t you 
be?” 

“Angry enough he’d do something stupid and angry 
enough that it would blow some tenuous cover?” Michael 
had to know. 

“Damn it you act like there’s something wrong with 
Simon! That man is one of the kindest and most loving men 
I’ve ever known. He’s been through so much in his life and 
the fact he could find love again is amazing and...” Slapping 
her hand over her mouth Mary clenched her eyes closed. 

“You didn’t tell him anything about Simon’s past, did 
you?” Justin asked. 

“Guys, I’m not here against Simon, but | have to know 
what I’m dealing with. You both have to understand that.” 
Michael wasn’t sure how to handle any of this. 

Mary leaned her head against the window and remained 
quiet for some time. “What I’m about to tell you has to stay 
here right now. Okay?” Her eyes imploring, she glared at 
Michael. 

Michael nodded. 

“All right. Simon didn’t have the easiest life growing up. 
His mother worked three jobs to make do since his father 
left them both when Simon was a baby. She did all right too 
but they were still poor and growing up in a southern town 
wasn’t easy for him. Anyway his mom eventually met a man 
and married him finally and things were good between 
them. All this | heard from Simon. He and | went to 
undergraduate school together. From the little he told me 
about his family and his stepfather by the time he got to 
college things had started to change. His stepdad was really 
abusive and he had to leave school many times to try and 
care for his mom. | remember so many horrible stories. | 


used to try and help counsel Simon. You know me, | thought 
| was going to be psychiatrist of the year.” 

Michael could see the strain on her face. “What 
happened?” 

“Oh the classic case of the husband beat the shit out of 
her and Simon tried to stop him and something pretty 
horrible happened. | really never found out all the details 
but after Simon threw him out his mother just kinda shrank 
away. Simon tried to care for her but she insisted he 
continue on with school.” Mary wiped her eyes as she 
sighed. 

Justin moved toward her and kissed the top of her head. 
“Finish it.” 

Michael wondered whether there were really any 
families that didn’t have issues. 

“We were almost to graduation when he got the call she 
committed suicide. Of course he flew to her and for a little 
while we lost touch. | was at the funeral and you know there 
were like twenty people there. She was dead and it was like 
nobody cared. Really got me.” As Mary’s voice faded she 
closed her eyes and allowed a ragged hiss to escape her 
mouth. 

Somehow Michael knew there was much more to the 
story. “Something else happened?” 

She gave him a sharp look and laughed. “Well you know 
how they say that one from an abusive relationship 
somehow doesn’t know any better?” 

Michael moved closer as her voice grew barely audible. 
“Unfortunately | do.” 

Mary nodded several times as she palmed and clawed 
the glass window. “Simon had two loves in his life. From 
what he told me he wasn’t very open when he lived in 
Georgia so after college he eventually was able to have a 
life. The first one was an odd man who was very dominating 
and then he turned ugly. | think it was more verbal abuse 
than anything and Simon had the good sense to end the 


relationship after a year. Granted, he was pretty messed up 
but he buried himself in his work and that’s when he really 
excelled as an architect. | just met Justin then and we were 
like the three amigos. Weren’t we?” Glancing around at 
Justin she smiled. 

And yet Michael could see the pain in her eyes. 

“Simon kind of grounded us if you can believe that,” 
Justin added. 

“And he had another relationship?” Michael asked 
gently. 

Mary stole a glance in his direction. “He did and at first 
Justin and | thought it was going to be wonderful. The guy 
was older, in fact much older, but he seemed to dote on 
Simon. They came over often for dinner and we had a good 
time together. And then...and...and then Simon’s behavior 
changed.” 

“How so?” Michael could already see the ending wasn’t 
going to be good. 

“He grew distant. Edgy. By the time we knew what was 
going on Simon wore the marks of the monster. Oh, and | 
don’t say monster lightly. God! If | could have killed the 
asshole.” Mary snarled and slammed her hand against the 
windowpane as tears slipped from her eyes. 

Justin turned and looked at Michael. “Simon was in a 
bad way. We didn’t know what to do.” 

Mary laughed, the sound filled with anguish. “No, we 
didn’t. Finally we sort of intervened and called the police. 
Zeke was thrown out but by that point Simon was really not 
himself.” 

Tick. Tock. 

Michael sighed. “What happened?” 

Wiping her eyes Mary turned around and faced Michael. 
“We convinced Simon to go to a hospital.” 

“For his injuries?” A shiver trickled down Michael’s back. 

Mary stole a look at Justin and grabbed his hand. “No, 
he was abused but not damaged physically. But his mind 


was in crisis.” 

It was the look on Mary’s face that gave Michael a series 
of tremors. “You mean he was institutionalized?” 

“No, he elected to receive help so he was given care for 
about two months and then outpatient care but he was 
never forced to stay,” Mary said. 

“Shit.” Tipping his head back, Michael wasn’t sure what 
to make of the information. Sadly it said something about 
Simon’s shaky psyche. “How long ago was that?” 

Mary wiped her forehead. “Um, maybe five or six years 
ago. He took a long time to heal and even think about 
Sharing any level of intimacy again.” 

“Hell, | can understand that. Mary, | have to honestly 
ask you this and | need you to really understand that I’m not 
trying to hurt Simon. In fact, | really care about him.” 

“Here it comes. You think he’s nuts and decided out of 
the freaking blue to what, stalk a man who’s married and 
has a kid already and what did he think he was going to 
honestly do? Let’s see...” Mary started pacing the floor as 
her tone grew angry. “Oh yeah, he wants to have a child so 
damn badly given the extremely wonderful time he had as 
one that he’s going to fabricate a relationship so that he can 
steal this kid and then what? Oh | forgot then kidnap her 
and take her to where? Some unknown city and unknown 
life? Where all the skies are blue and it never rains? Jesus 
Christ! He wanted a family bad but not enough to make one 
up!” As she glared at him incredulously she smiled. “That’s 
what you freaking think, isn’t it? You think he’s nuts.” 

“Mary. Hold on here. | don’t know what to think. Okay?” 
Michael shook his head. 

“I thought | could trust you. | thought you might even be 
good for Simon. | thought given the fact of what you’ve 
been through that you would understand enough to give a 
fucking shit!” Mary hissed as she got in Michael’s face. 

“You say that because I’m gay or because I’m an ex cop 
with a tumultuous background?” Michael snarled. 


“Whoa, honey. We just need to all calm down here,” 
Justin said, keeping his voice even. “We’re all here trying to 
figure this out and help, remember?” 

“Fuck you!” Mary held up her middle finger. 

“Come on, guys. This isn’t getting us anywhere and you 
both know something weird is going on here. There is 
evidence in the house that there’s another man and a 
child,” Justin offered. 

“He’s right,” Mary said as she narrowed her eyes. 

Michael held up his hands. “Look. All of it could be 
fabricated and whether that’s real or fake and Simon is 
being framed, the law will look at the ugliness first and then 
ask questions later, maybe. If Simon is in the right then we 
have to make certain we allow him every opportunity to tell 
the truth. There’s no doubt something happened with some 
guy named Chad Murphy but the question remains is it the 
one Simon knows or a hopeful dream.” 

“Hopeful fucking dream? | thought you understood 
about nightmares. | thought you understood about truth.” 
As Mary lowered her head she growled. “Poor damn guy.” 

“I know how hard this is for you but let’s work together 
and figure it out. Okay? Deal?” Michael looked from Mary to 
Justin and back again. Dear God this was getting way out of 
hand. Truth he knew about too painfully. 

“Mary, he’s right.” Justin’s calming voice drew a look. 

Several seconds ticked by. 

Moving closer to Michael, Mary placed her hands on her 
hips. “Okay. What do we do then?” 

Before Michael could answer his phone rang. Seeing the 
caller was Sam, he cringed. “Sam. In the middle of 
something. Can | call you back later?” 

“You mentioned a name to me, Simon Preston?” 

Hearing the ugly tone in Sam’s voice Michael was 
instantly alarmed. “Yeah. He’s the guy | told you I’m working 
for. Why? What’s wrong?” 


“Two things, buddy. First of all | had a big complaint you 
were harassing the firm Chad Murphy used to work for and 
it’s bad enough they're filing a complaint and....” 

“What?” Michael hated the bullshit. 

“That’s not the worst of it. This Simon Preston was 
arrested tonight.” 

“Arrested? For what?” 

“Assaulting a woman and nearly destroying her house. 
She’s pretty beaten up and she’s pressing charges.” 

“Fuck!” As the words settled in Michael eyed first Mary 
and then Justin. “Okay. l'Il be right there.” As he hit end he 
knew they case had just gone into overload. “We have 
trouble.” 


Chapter Five 


“| didn’t fucking do that!” Simon snarled. “For God’s 
sake I’m not a violent man.” He had a terrible feeling he’d 
been set up in more ways than one. Why was every move 
he made stupid? 

“Then why exactly are your hands bloody?” 

Simon eyed his attorney and sighed. “Funny how | 
couldn’t get you on the phone earlier, Daniel but now you're 
here with bells on. Prefer a little kill?” Daniel White wasn’t a 
criminal attorney the man was sharp and knew all the right 
people in town. He was the last remaining connection to his 
mother and a nice guy for all practical purposes. Somehow 
Simon had a terrible feeling he was going to need all the 
friends he could garner. 

“I was on a case, Simon. Notice I’m here when you really 
need me. Jesus! What the hell is going on here?” Daniel 
gazed back and forth between the men. “You leave some 
crazy message on my phone about the adoption you never 
told me was happening and now this.” 

“I didn’t think there was anything odd about the 
adoption.” Simon stared down at his hands, remembering in 
frustration and anger that he’d hit the side of her house on 
the way out. Tina certainly hadn’t been in the mood to talk 
to him and while he’d accused her of everything from 
kidnapping and extortion, she’d remained unyielding but he 
could swear she was hiding something including knowledge 
of where Ashley was. 

“You're not a stupid man. | told you to be careful. There 
are plenty of assholes out there that simply want your 
money,” Daniel said as he kept his voice even and then 
walked to the other side of the room, pacing back and forth. 

“He’s right,” Michael said as he rubbed his eyes. 

“My money. That’s all you think about.” Simon glanced 
at the brooding black man and sighed. He could easily tell 


how angry Michael was. “Look, | was angry and | admit it 
and yes, it was pretty damn stupid to go over there but...” 

“Stupid isn’t the word for your behavior. Ridiculous. Not 
only did you put any hope of getting any custody 
arrangements with this child you’ve just told me about, but 
Ms. Young is pressing charges and given the evidence I’ve 
seen so far | think she has a damn good case. Whatever is 
going on inside your head is utterly not like you.” Leaning 
over the table Daniel shook his head. 

“You don’t understand. Tina, the surrogate, is in on this 
with Chad, | know it. | received a call and | swear it was like 
he was goading me.” Rubbing his face Simon could tell the 
three men in the room didn’t believe his story entirely and 
in truth he wasn’t sure he did either. Hell, he wasn’t sure if 
he was even sane any longer. “I know it sounds crazy but | 
found an email from Chad to Tina with pictures of Ashley.” 

“He?” Michael asked. “What call?” 

Simon nodded and glanced toward Michael. “I did. The 
voice was disguised but | know it was him.” 

“You mean you received an email on the computer you 
admitted destroying?” Daniel asked. 

Simon dropped his head. “Yeah.” My God what an idiot 
he was. 

“Gentleman, every aspect of this situation does seem 
awfully weird to me, especially that Chad found the 
surrogate and handled what he told Simon was the adoption 
entirely,” Justin added. “Too convenient.” 

“That’s what | was telling you earlier,” Michael said as 
he turned toward Daniel. “But Simon called you at least 
about the adoption?” 

“Yeah.General question. That’s all Simon asked me 
about. Do you think | would have allowed my client to enter 
into something like this without representation?” Daniel 
Snarled. 

“That’s not what he’s saying!” Justin hissed. 


“Hold on. Back the fuck up. What do you mean? What 
aren’t you telling me?” Why did Simon have a bad feeling 
that something else was going on? 

Justin shook his head. “Michael came to us to try and 
find some additional information on Chad.” 

There was something so telling in the way the three 
men looked at each other. They thought he was nuts. “Wait 
a minute. Oh fuck! You don’t believe there’s a Chad, do you? 
Do you? None of you. Shit. You think I’m doing this myself?” 
The instant Simon said the words he knew he was right. 
Jumping up from the chair he paced the interrogation room. 
“I can’t believe this. You really think | made up a man and a 
child? For what reason? | called Daniel and told him. |...told 
Justin and Mary...I...” But there was little else than telling 
and not showing. Gulping, he closed his eyes. This looked so 
fucking bad. 

“Let’s just say from what | read of Tina Young’s 
statement she stated she’s never met you and when you 
Showed up at her door you threatened her. She said you 
refused to take no for an answer, pushed your way into her 
house and proceeded to rip her place to shreds screaming 
about some child. When she didn’t give you any answers 
you beat her up. She has the bruises to give credence to her 
accusations. Whatever is the truth, I’m not sure it matters.” 
Daniel tapped his pen as he gazed at Simon, his look harsh. 

His legs shaking, Simon sat down slowly and brushed his 
hands through his hair. For the first time in his life he really 
felt out of control. Even when Zeke abused him and the 
damn time he’d spent in the hospital, the experience wasn’t 
quite a horrible as this one. The not knowing dragged him 
into utter despair. “I’m in deep shit. Aren’t I?” Every part of 
his body shaking he clenched his fists. 

“That you are.” Daniel sighed. “Not entirely sure how to 
get you out of here or out of the level of trouble you’re in. 
We have to find connections with Tina Young or it’s your 


word against hers and given her injuries and yours, | don’t 
see any way of avoiding this going to court.” 

“Court? Really?” Suddenly cold, Simon shivered to the 
bone, his heart beating hard in his chest. “Something else 
has to be going on here.” 

Pacing the room, Daniel glanced down at Simon before 
turning toward Justin. “Yeah, | don’t think there’s a way we 
can keep it out but I’m damn sure going to try but it’s going 
to take everything my friend. I’ve known you since you were 
born and this worries me. Now maybe you understand just 
how serious this really is. Justin, do you have anything that 
might help with this? Have you talked to Chad on the 
phone? Anything?” 

Justin didn’t speak for a few minutes. “I can’t think of 
anything. | mean Simon talked about him a lot, but every 
time we were going to get together and finally meet, 
something happened.” 

“Uh-huh,” Daniel said as he laughed. 

“Let’s not jump to any conclusions yet,” Michael added. 
“I worked one too many cases with this department dealing 
with con men. What about this call? Landline or cell phone?” 

“Landline,” Simon breathed. “I guess so the call can’t be 
traced. 

“There are ways, but my guess is he selected the static 
phone on purpose to scare you or push you further. We just 
have to figure out what Chad wanted because he obviously 
got it in spades. Either that or something spooked him.” 

“You mean if there is a Chad Murphy.” Daniel shook his 
head. 

“I’m not crazy. I’m not. Chad and | were lovers for over a 
year, hell almost two.” But as he put all the pieces together 
Simon realized the play was almost perfect. There were no 
pictures, the single DVD was fuzzy and could be of anyone, 
the pictures of Ashley could be any child and even the 
clothes in the closet could have been staged. The scraps of 
papers meant nothing at all with no names and no 


signatures. Hell, he could have added an email account and 
another cell phone himself. Bursting into laughter he fought 
back burning tears. 

“What happened, Simon? Really?” Michael asked as he 
folded his arms. 

“You know when | look at everything from the outside | 
can see that it’s like Chad didn’t exist. Hell, the single 
connection was our cell phone account we shared together. 
Even that | could have faked. Right? Shit, | can tell how long 
Chad has been planning this escape and | just can’t figure 
out why. The adoption’s not real, his job won’t give me 
details about why he was fired and I’m starting to wonder if 
the guy had this planned all along.” As Simon wrung his 
hands, he closed his eyes and tried to picture both Chad and 
Ashley. Even the simple act became difficult. 

“He shared a cell phone with you?” Michael asked. 

“Yeah and | only think so cause | got him one for a gift. 
Come to think of it he did seem a bit weird about it too.” 
Tipping his head back Simon groaned. “What now?” 

“Hmmm...” Michael nodded to Daniel. “Can | talk to you 
for a minute?” 

“Sure. Then you and | are going to figure out what about 
your statement.” Pointing his finger toward Simon, Daniel 
sniffed. “And | want to know the people you talked to Justin 
about the adoption. Something does stink here but the 
stupid actions stop. Period. You got it?” 

“Crystal,” Simon said through clenched teeth. 

“No problem.” Justin nodded. As the two men walked 
out of the room and Michael closed the door, he eased into 
the chair opposite Simon. “For what it’s worth both Mary 
and | believe you.” 

Simon laughed. “That I’m not making up a boyfriend? 
Shit. | could have been. All these months and you guys have 
never met him. | fell right into this bullshit, didn’t 1?” 

“Simon, | know better. This guy’s a con man.” 

“Then why? What the hell could he want?” 


Glancing over his shoulder Justin leaned over the table 
further. “Answer that question yourself. You know why.” 

As he eased back into the chair, Simon knew what Justin 
was getting at but no one knew and he’d been very careful 
never to talk about any aspect of his certain aspects of his 
life with his mother with anyone including Chad. There were 
some things that while he was forced to deal with them, it 
didn’t mean he was going to flaunt his possible good fortune 
or even accept his position in life. “I don’t buy that. And to 
go to all the trouble to fake having a child with me is just 
icing on the cake? That’s too odd.” 

“Granted, the bit with Ashley is what’s throwing 
everyone. Did you find anything in Tina’s house?” 

“You mean other than a high chair, baby clothes and 
baby food? That’s damning enough as it is. No. | was too 
angry. | freaked when she wouldn’t tell me anything and 
screamed at her. After that | left in frustration. Okay rage 
but | never touched her. Never.” He was so damn screwed. 
But if Justin was right then that kind of knowledge was a 
good reason to obliterate his life. But how? 

“I’m sure Michael is going to investigate this Tina 
woman, but let’s concentrate of what we need to including 
making sure we can post bail tonight. l'II have to call in 
some favors but | think | can get a judge to sign off if Daniel 
can’t. I’m going to assume you can handle the money, 
meaning a wire transfer even if the amount is hefty?” 

“Why would the bail be hefty?” Simon hissed. 

“I’m just saying if it is you can front the money?” 

Simon eyed the two men as they returned and somehow 
the look on Michael’s face was one of anger and frustration. 
“I can handle the money.” Even if it was blood money. Well, 
maybe it was time to put his little windfall to good use for a 
change. 

“Not sure l’d say that,” Michael said as he closed the 
door. 


Daniel shook his head, his face ashen. “This shit’s 
getting deeper.” 

“What does that mean?” Simon asked as his heart 
raced. 

Leaning over the desk, Michael got to within two inches 
from his face. “It means my friend that the check you issued 
to me bounced. Just got the call from my bank.” 

“But l...but that...” What the fuck? Simon swallowed 
hard and realized his body was shaking involuntarily. “That 
can’t be true.” 

“And why is that? Is there something else you need to 
tell me because when | checked you out | found out enough 
details to know that you don’t bank with the Bank of Canada 
and coincidentally that’s where the check came from.” 
Hissing, Michael allowed the information to sink in before he 
moved out of Simon’s face. “What else have you been 
hiding?” 

Feeling the blood drain from his face Simon realized he 
wanted nothing more than to kill Chad. Being used was one 
thing. Being taken was another. “I have or perhaps had a 
large sum of money.” 

“Lottery winnings?” Michael hissed. 

While both Daniel and Justin knew about the money 
they didn’t know the details and he hadn’t wanted to tell 
them. “Inheritance.” He glanced at Daniel and could see 
another layer of shock. His mother would be so upset. 

“From what | know about you your mother was your only 
living relative and she had nothing,” Michael chortled. 

“The money came from my stepfather of all fucking 
asshole creatures. | don’t talk about it and | don’t spend it 
because it’s blood money drained from the years of abuse 
he gave my mother. | only took the shit so that | didn’t have 
to hear from his estate again. However much, the damn shit 
has been sitting in his bank for years. His attorney set 
everything up and | know shit about any of the crap because 
that’s the way | wanted it. | don’t even look at the 


statements. Do you understand? The monster thought that 
blood money would make up for everything. Every dollar 
was guilt money for beating the crap out of my mother ona 
regular basis. And you know what? | used the money to pay 
you because I’m broke in real life.” 

Michael blinked and stole a gaze at Justin who nodded. 
“How much are we talking about?” 

“Does it matter? If the check bounced for ten thousand 
dollars then something is wrong,” Simon snorted. 

“It means the money and nothing else could be the very 
reason this Chad Murphy set you up,” Daniel added. “Now 
talk. How much are we talking about?” 

Sighing, Simon wasn’t sure how to get out of telling 
them. “The last time | bothered to check a statement about 
six months ago there was somewhere in the neighborhood 
of four.” 

“Four hundred thousand?” Michael shrank back. 

As he lifted his head and gazed into Michael’s eyes 
Simon shook his head. “Four million.” 

“Ah fuck!” Michael slammed his hand down on the table. 

The door opened and a man in a suit walked in, his face 
grim. “Mr. Preston, I’m Detective Masterson assigned to this 
case.” 

“Sam, did you find any evidence of a girl in Tina Young’s 
house?” Michael asked. 

Detective Masterson sighed. “I know you’re working for 
Mr. Preston but you know | can’t talk about the case.” 

“My client has a right to know whether or not there’s a 
possibility of his child being in Miss Young’s home. You have 
a police report regarding this child and you know of Mr. 
Preston’s concern. You also know that Tina Young is listed as 
the surrogate mother, so | think a little information would 
prove helpful.” 

“Look, while | understand the concern for your client | 
have a woman who’s been smacked around and is upset. To 
answer your question of course we found evidence of 


children in her home because she’s has a license for day 
care in her home.” Detective Masterson said as he looked 
between the men. 

“This gets better and better,” Michael hissed. “Anything 
about Ashley?” 

“Not that my officers could tell, no.” Sam eyed the 
group and shook his head. “I pulled some strings, okay? 
We're going to issue an Amber alert.” 

“That’s fantastic!” Michael exclaimed. 

“Don’t get too excited. My Sergeant may stop every bit 
of this in the morning given the fact we don’t find any 
record of the child being born. You mentioned a babysitter 
though.” 

“What?” Simon said through clenched teeth. “I don’t 
understand. | saw papers after Tina and the baby were 
released.” This just couldn’t be happening. “Yes, Maria has 
kept Ashley on and off since we got her. Of course and Chad 
picked her up the other day. Maria told me that. | know if 
you just talk to her...” 

“Relax, Simon. That’s our connection then. Breathe,” 
Justin said as he patted Simon’s shoulder. 

“That’s good, Mr. Preston. Very good. l'Il need all the 
information on this baby sitter and if she can verify Chad 
Murphy then we have something to go on,” the detective 
said. “I only hope for your sake she doesn’t somehow 
develop a bad case of amnesia.” 

Simon looked away. “She won't. | talked to her on the 
phone the night that...that...Chad disappeared.” 

Detective Masterson nodded. “Good.” 

“Sam, can | talk to you for a few minutes?” Michael 
asked. 

“Yeah.” Detective Masterson leaned over the table. “Mr. 
Preston, given the injuries to Miss Young we could keep you 
here, but you have some friends in this room who strongly 
believe what you’re saying. Given certain facts in this case 
I’ve talked with the DA and he’s going to let you obtain bail, 


but you need to stay away from Miss Young’s house. Period. 
Do you understand?” 

“How the hell can | obtain bail?” Simon snarled. “Looks 
like my ex cleaned me out of everything.” 

The detective narrowed his eyes. 

Michael held up his hand. “I'll fill you in, Sam. Let’s 
finish the rest of the paperwork. | have a very bad feeling 
that this case is escalating and the longer this goes one the 
less likely we’re going to locate Chad Murphy.” 

“I'll contact the judge | know and we'll figure out about 
bail,” Justin added. 

“Write down everything you know about the babysitter, 
the hospital the child was supposedly born in and anyone 
that might had seen the two of you together. Anyone. While 
I'll admit that there’s something not right about this case 
the fact remains the only thing we do have is your 
admittance that you went to Tina Young’s house and the 
fact that she was beaten by somebody. You look guilty as 
hell.” Opening the door Detective Masterson walked out. 

And for some reason Simon wasn’t sure if he believed 
anything any longer. He was also beginning to think that he 
needed to handle this on his own. 

“I don’t know what to say,” Simon said quietly as he 
gazed out the passenger window. I’m sorry you had to put 
up the money to get me out. Honestly | know it was Chad 
that called. | feel it in my gut.” 

Michael glanced over and remained quiet. 

“Anyway, thank you. | mean trusting me this way is... 
hell, | don’t even know how to thank you or...” 

“Trusting you? | shouldn’t. You’ve been lying to me since 
we started but there’s something here | don’t like and I’ve 
seen what happens to a man when he’s railroaded out of 
the life he loves. But if you lie to me again I’m gone. l'Il go 
out on a limb for you but | won’t take being lied to.” 

“I understand.” While he knew the words were true, 
Simon bristled. 


“| sure as shit hope you do because I’ve done a lot to re- 
build my reputation and | don’t need to get smack in the 
middle of another messy case. | don’t fucking give a shit if 
you're a wealthy man and hiding the messy fact because of 
rage toward your step-daddy, but if | find out you’re using a 
child for some stinking reason because of even a fight with 
your lover | swear to God | will ruin you.” 

Simon swallowed hard and could tell the man was hiding 
something. He could hear the anguish and fury in Michael’s 
voice. “Look, for what it’s worth | didn’t think the money had 
anything to do with this case or with Chad. | mean for God’s 
sake | never told him. Shit. | guess he had access to my 
house, my things.” 

“If it has to do with the money then this started long 
before you met this guy.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Michael shook his head. “You know exactly what | mean. 
Don’t play like a fool. No matter how hurt you are at this 
betrayal the fact it that Chad whatever planned this long 
before he even met you. He targeted you and whether it’s 
totally about the money or something else we need to find 
this out.” 

“So you believe me?” Simon’s heart raced. He could 
barely think straight from the exhaustion and anger 
strangling him. Several seconds passed by before he heard 
Michael exhaling. 

“Let’s just say | don’t think you’re crazy. Something 
weird is going on here and | honestly think it has even more 
to do than the money. Maybe the call was simply to see if 
you were going to be stupid enough to say anything, but | 
honestly think he wanted to rattle you.” 

“You mean like four million dollars isn’t a draw enough 
on its own?” Simon laughed. Even saying the words seemed 
ridiculous. Did Chad really get involved with him for the 
money or something else? “And he managed to rattle me all 


right. Although | wanted to reach through the fucking 
phone.” 

“I’ve seen this enough to know it smells of vendetta to 
me so watch your anger and what you say to everyone 
period. If this is a con then he’s going to use every bit of 
information against you. When | ask you again to talk to me 
and tell me everything, | freaking mean it. You got it?” 
Jerking the car to a stop Michael slammed the gear into 
park. As he turned off the engine he rubbed his eyes. 
“Damn it | don’t like this at all.” 

Simon could feel the heated anger building between 
them. “lIl tell you everything about my life. Every blessed 
detail. It’s not pretty but | don’t need to lie about now or the 
past or anything else.” 

“Fine.” Turning his angry glare toward Simon, Michael 
held up his index finger. “I meant what | said, one more 
chance. You fuck it up and | walk.” Michael jerked open the 
car door, climbed out and grabbed a bag from the back. 
Slamming the door hard he headed for the front door not 
looking back. 

Simon sat quietly for a minute collecting his thoughts. 
Finally gaining enough courage to face the rest of the night, 
he got out and walked slowly to the front door. As he 
unlocked it he stole a glance at Michael’s stoic face. “For 
what it’s worth thank you for helping me.” 

“Say that after we find your little girl.” 

“Yeah. Did you find anything out about where he 
worked?” 

Michael sniffed. “Something went down there all right, 
but | want to check a few things out first before | say 
anything.” 

“None of this makes sense, Michael. | can understand 
the money if he found out about it but everything with 
Ashley and his job. How much money did he want? What are 
we missing here?” 

“Like | said, this smells of revenge.” 


Simon inhaled and gazed into the night sky. “But | don’t 
have any enemies that | know of. Hell, | have only a few 
friends.” 

“You, my friend, were the perfect mark. He played you 
beautifully. l'm going to venture a guess he managed for no 
one that you knew to see him.” 

“You're right.” Simon didn’t have to think long about 
Michael’s thoughts. Who the hell had he even talked to on 
the phone? 

“What a bunch of shit.” 

They remained quiet for several seconds. 

“Glad you're here.” Simon steeled his nerves before 
opening the door and shivered as what seemed like a blast 
of cold air hit him square in the face. Would he ever feel like 
this was home again? 

“Okay, since you destroyed your computer | brought my 
laptop and | need for you to check your account and see 
what you have and don’t have,” Michael said as they walked 
into Simon’s house. 

“Damn it. | just can’t believe this. | have no idea what’s 
going on,” Simon said as he turned on lights and stood in 
the kitchen feeling as lost as he’d ever felt. “You know 
what’s funny? | don’t care about the money. | honestly never 
wanted to have anything to do with it or planned on 
spending a dime. In retrospect, maybe | should have given 
the entire sum to charity.” 

“Maybe. Then you might not be in this mess.” Michael 
unzipped his computer bag and pulled out the laptop, firing 
it up. “You hated your stepfather, didn’t you?” 

“Loathed him and all his lies to my mother and the ugly 
abuse. He swept her off her feet and for about five minutes | 
thought she finally met Prince Charming. We all know what 
Price Charming is like. Want a drink?” 

“Coke, Pepsi. Whatever you have.” 

Simon pulled out a can of Coke and a beer from the 
fridge. “You don’t drink at all?” 


Michael eyed the beer before shaking his head. “Not for 
about a year and there are no Prince Charming’s left. If you 
didn’t get along with the man then why did your stepfather 
leave you the inheritance?” 

“Hell, | don’t know. When he died neither my mother or | 
had any idea how he’d set the will up. Mom really didn’t 
want to talk about it but she said | was owed. Yeah. Me. He 
never talked about his business. He never let my mother in 
on his life. | was older and stayed out of the house as much 
as possible, so | knew little about him.” Simon could see the 
look of need wash on Michael’s face. As soon as it was there 
it was gone. Why did Simon have a feeling there was much 
more behind the man? 

“Except that he was abusive to your mother?” 

Simon nodded. “Except that. | tried to get her to leave 
him so many times but she refused saying at least he 
provided for her.” 

“Given what you told me about your mother’s life | can 
understand.” 

“I can’t. By this point she didn’t have much more than 
when | was a kid but the expenses weren’t that much and 
she was still so beautiful.” 

Michael sat down at the table. “All right. It’s ready. You 
can add your Internet connection and log into the bank. 
Tomorrow we'll try and get someone at the bank to talk to 
us. I’m so sorry about your mother and about this. Families 
and money, | don’t know. | wish | knew what to say.“ 

“Well, just believe me that Chad existed. | wasn’t 
stalking him and this woman. | loved Chad genuinely and 
had no idea what the man was capable of. Granted, | know | 
was a damn fool but | didn’t beat Tina. | only find my baby. | 


only.... | don’t know anymore what to believe in.” As he 
moved toward the computer he realized his hands were 
Shaking. 


“Simon. | believe you. Whatever it takes we’re going to 
get to the bottom of this. Let’s put the pieces together. Take 


your time and think. Rationalize.” 

“I’m fine and you're right.” But Simon wasn’t sure he 
was fine at all. The old hum he used to hear when times got 
really bad had come back. He had to fight. He had to. 
Cracking around the edges, he could feel the old anxiety 
returning. As he rubbed his eyes and tried to remember the 
code for the bank account he shook his head back and forth. 
“I don’t know what to do any longer. | don’t know who I am 
either.” As he logged in and entered in his Internet access 
code and then went to the Bank of Canada site, he was 
suddenly frozen with fear. Tipping his head back he closed 
his eyes and slapped his hands on the table. “Why? Why 
can’t | ever find someone to love me for just me? Why am | 
so fucking stupid that | allow myself to get involved with 
users? | don’t understand. | don’t think I’m such a bad guy. 
Maybe I’m just fooling myself.” Hearing a shifting noise, the 
moment Michael’s hand touched his shoulder a series of 
Shivers raced down his spine. 

“No, we all want love and trust and you gave yourself to 
a man you thought you could trust. He betrayed you. 
There’s nothing wrong with you.” 

“I just don’t know.” 

“Take it from a man who understands loss more than 
many men. | also know heartbreak. You'll find someone you 
can trust again. It may take awhile but you will.” 

Simon tipped his head and gazed into Michael’s eyes. 
There was so much pain hidden behind an obvious mask the 
man wore. “You want to talk about it?” 

“What?” 

“Who hurt you?” 

Michael trembled visibly before shaking his head, but 
when he spoke his voice was full of conviction. “We’re not 
here to talk about me.” 

But Simon could see a crack in his armor. There was 
something about the brooding giant of a man and while the 
last thing he wanted to feel was attraction he did. Taking 


Michael’s hand he intertwined their fingers. “Let me help 
you.” 

Michael slowly turned his gaze down to Simon and 
sucked in his breath before pulling his hand away. “Let’s see 
what we have to deal with and then we'll make a plan of 
what to do. Tina has to be the key to this and we just need 
to understand her role.” 

At an impasse, he knew Michael was right. Gaining 
some courage, if by no other reason than contempt, Simon 
inhaled deeply and remembered the password. Hitting enter 
he waited as Michael stood over him knowing exactly what 
he’d find. As the account flashed up the red warning was 
clear enough. “Overdrawn. It’s all fucking gone.” 

“Let’s see the detail.” 

As Simon pulled up the list the transactions were small 
in the beginning. Withdrawals of odd amounts had been 
pulled out for quite awhile. “FII be damned.” 

“The guy’s good. l'Il give him that. Any significance to 
the timing?” 

“How can you be sure it’s Chad?” 

“A hunch and given what I see here it appears that he or 
she had your pin number so not sure how we're going to 
tell. You have to have said something to him. Look at the 
transactions again and tell me about the timing.” 

For several minutes Simon scrolled through the 
information and it was easy to see that whoever had taken 
the money had been careful to hide his tracks. “It hasn’t 
been going on that long. Looks like about nine months ago.” 

“And the last time?” 

“Two weeks ago.” 

“Interesting. And they didn’t drain the account. With 
most of the larger accounts you can’t withdraw more than a 
certain amount at a time or they call to verify.” 

Simon sighed. “So it would take awhile.” 

“For that kind of money, you bet. And in the mean time 
he was setting up his perfect life elsewhere. You didn’t 


check your account and my guess is he knew you wouldn’t.” 

“Maybe, | don’t know. Like | said | didn’t write checks or 
do anything with the account.” 

Folding his arms Michael sat on the edge of the table. 
“But you had checks.” 

“Meaning? | have to think. Honestly, | think all | have is 
the checkbook | received by the bank when | got all the 
papers. Why?” 

“Uh-huh. My guess to you is that toward the end of the 
book there’s one missing.” 

His heart thumping, Simon let out a long, slow breath. 
“I'll go get it.” 

Michael nodded before he smiled. “How old was Chad 
Murphy?” 

“A couple years older than me, why?” 

“Oh, just something Sam Masterson said to me before.” 

Simon walked toward his bedroom and yanked open his 
dresser drawer as he thought about whether Chad could be 
thins conniving. He’d kept everything in the same place in 
his home from the day Chad moved in and never had any 
reason to suspect the man had gone through his things. 
Though he could remember odd conversations they’d had 
during times they were alone. Chad loved to ask about the 
what if’s of having money. Hell, Chad had planned 
everything about having a wonderful like if only they were 
wealthy. You are such a fucking idiot. While’ the 
conversations never bothered Simon before they seemed 
odd now. As he walked back toward the living room he 
glanced through the small checkbook. Stopping short just 
inside the door way he cursed. “Fucking asshole. Fucking 
Goddamn asshole!” 

“Was | right?” Looking up from the computer Michael 
grimaced. 

“One thousand ninety six to one thousand ninety eight. 
So this was really about money? | don’t understand this at 
all. Why have a child? Why fuck me the night before he left. 


Why didn’t he just take what he wanted and leave me with 
the baby? Why?” Every part of his body shaking he tossed 
the checkbook and grabbed the beer off the counter. Taking 
a long swig he tipped his head back and roared. “Fuck you!” 

“I know you're upset. Just take a deep breath. We're 
starting to get somewhere.” 

“Somewhere? You mean like maybe I’m not crazy that | 
had met someone and fell in love with them? Hey maybe | 
took my own money for some freaking reason. Ever think 
about that? Shit. Blood money. This was fucking blood 
money he could’ve had. | would have given it to him. | 
wanted a family. That’s all | ever wanted.” 

“And Chad knew that, didn’t he?” 

“Yeah but | knew from the start it wasn’t going to be 
easy and not just because I'm gay but because of my 
issues.” 

“That were well documented,” Michael said as he kept 
his eyes locked onto his. 

“What are you getting at?” 

“You were hospitalized for depression.” 

Simon wanted to be angry but he couldn’t be. Hell, he 
couldn’t run from his past any longer. “Mary told you.” 

Michael nodded. “She did. She also told me what this 
monster named Zeke did to you.” 

Simon fell against the counter and brushed his shaking 
hands through his hair. While he wanted to lash out at 
something, someone, he knew reacting wasn’t going to help 
a damn thing. “Damn. You think Chad knew about my 
hospitalization and planned this from that time?” 

“I know this hurts. Try and think like Chad and like a con 
man. If he wanted to get to you then he’d give you the 
illusion of love and a family. I’m going to go out on a limb 
here and make a strong suggestion that whoever Chad 
Murphy is he was and still is in co-hoots with Tina Young and 
| really think if we dig deep enough we're going to find out 


that they two of them are the parents of this child, that they 
were simply biding time.” 

“A con man. Yeah, | get it. Then who the hell is he?” 

“I don’t know who the man is from the shadowy pictures 
who was your lover but meet the real Chad Murphy.” 

Walking over toward the computer Simon didn’t want to 
look down, but when he did the smiling face was much 
younger and very dark. “I don’t understand.” 

“Chad Murphy died almost two years ago. Interesting 
how a dead man has had a life for all these years. Granted it 
took a little finagling to find this guy. Our imposter did 
everything he could to hide every scrap of real identity.” 

Sitting down hard in the chair Simon could feel the last 
of his control slipping away. 

“I have a phone call to make and then we lay out our 
plan. The rouse is beginning to unravel.” 

Nodding, Simon sucked in his breath as flashes of his life 
rolled back his eyes like a bad section to an adventure 
movie. One thing was for certain, he was going to find and 
destroy the man who'd taken everything from him, including 
what was left of his humanity. 

He watched as Michael walked into the other room 
phone in hand. Dropping his head into his hands he tried to 
control his breathing. Suddenly every conversation, every 
question Chad asked and every aspect of Chad’s life was 
suspect to being completely false. Did he have a brother in 
Seattle? Did he ever give a shit about Simon? As he stared 
at the computer screen and read about the man whose 
identity his Chad had stolen, he grew angrier. Holding the 
beer bottle to his head he calmed down and read the file. 
There was something about not only the picture but also the 
address that sparked his attention. Could it be? No, no way. 

Hissing, Simon hit view and zoomed up the information. 
A nagging knowledge that this wasn’t coincidental rushed 
through his mind but for some reason he couldn’t grab it. 
“Who are you really?” 


He reeled through every memory that surfaced and 
could almost think of what he was trying to figure out. 
“What is it? Tell me. | know something is there.” As his 
house phone rang he stared turned his head and sighed. 
Rising from the chair he shook his head. There was 
something they were all missing about Chad or whoever the 
asshole was. 

“Hello?” 

It was the dark chuckle that sent tremors down his 
back. 

He started to hang up the phone and then as the man 
began to speak Simon listened and suddenly the earth 
seemed to spin. 


KKK 


“Sam. | have some information that might add to the 
credibility of Simon Preston’s story,” Michael said softly. 
He’d asked Sam to check the cell phone records and knew it 
would take time, but he suspected that while the imposter 
was damn good at hiding things there would be some lose 
ends. In vendetta situations there always were. No matter 
how good the criminal thought he or she was they always 
fucked up. 

“Better be good cause Tina Young checks out squeaky 
clean. She has no record. Not even a parking ticket.” 

“Chad Murphy is a real person or was. He’s been dead 
for two years.” 

“Assume the identity is classic. Interesting information 
but that still doesn’t put all the pieces together, Michael and 
you know it.” 

“No. but it sure as shit makes this guy look guilty. | wish 
you would have dusted the place when the original report 
was taken.” It had been long enough that with the amount 
of traffic and disturbances finding a print that was usable 
would be next to impossible. 


“Mike, | went out on a limb issuing the amber alert. I’m 
using some man power to track down what appears every 
time to be a wild goose chase and on top of it we have a 
man who | found out was institutionalized for a major 
psychotic breakdown openly admitting he was not only at 
Tina’s house but forced his way in so...” 

“He admitted himself to a hospital because his ex 
abused him for God’s sake!” 

“And he didn’t tell you that himself. Did he? But since 
you seem to know all about it have you thought for a minute 
that this guy might not be the clean cut man you think he 
is?” 

Seething, Michael wasn’t sure what to say. “I’ve thought 
about it but my gut tells me this guy is on the up and up.” 
As both men grew quiet he closed his eyes and wished for 
another profession. In truth he wished for his old job back. 

“We can all be bad judges of characters. Can’t we?” 

The slap meant for him Michael resisted the urge to 
snap back. “Just find out about the phone records. l'Il check 
out everything else. You’re right we can be as we all hide 
behind masks of our own making. There isn’t a single one of 
us that is immune to lies, now is there?” Snapping his phone 
shut, he let out his breath slowly as the anger and bile rose 
in his throat. He swallowed hard and held out his hand. The 
Shakes would never completely leave him. Never. Sam 
made so many good points and he hadn’t been a good 
judge of anything for years. His stupidity cost him more than 
just his job but damn it if he didn’t care about Simon. There 
was something so beautiful and yet tragic about the man. 
And for the life of him he couldn’t figure out why but he 
wanted more than just a professional relationship with 
Simon. He wanted an intimate one. Even thinking the words 
sent chills down his spine. 

“You're an idiot,” Michael chuckled. As if saying the 
words out loud was going to do any damn good. He was 
hooked on the guy and while he might lose his mind to 


another dark place in hell Michael wanted more. He needs 
your helo not your cock shoved up his ass. But as he 
thought about tasting the sexy hunk of a man he sighed. 
“No. You’re not going to do this. He’s vulnerable and 
you're...” All his professional training reminded him that this 
was to be expected. He was helping a man out with a stolen 
child and of course he’d be attracted to more than just the 
need to figure out who had taken all Simon had. Only 
natural, right? Too bad he didn’t believe a freaking word. He 
chastised himself and shoved his growing libido back in its 
box. It was time to kick this into overdrive or they would 
lose a little girl who might be depending on both of them to 
save her. 

Walking back into the kitchen he glanced at Simon who 
had his back to him, his body shaking. “Did something 
happen?” 

Simon shook his head and laughed. “Happen?” 

“Yeah. What’s going on? You seem spooked.” 

Turning slowly, Simon cocked his head and gazed down 
the length of Michael. “No, I’m just tired. Very tired. | think 
realizing that Chad or whoever the fuck the guy was didn’t 
give a shit about me is just too much right now.” 

As they gazed into each other’s eyes Michael could 
sense the closeness sparking between them. Clenching his 
fist he walked toward the computer to shut it down. 
“Detective Masterson is going to check your cell phone 
records to see if Chad make any calls. I’m going to try and 
talk with Miss Young in the morning and see if she’ll give me 
any other details. | can usually smell a lie so we'll see if she 
cracks a bit around me. | also have lead on what happened 
at Edwins Financial so I’m going to try and track that down 
tomorrow as well.” For some reason he couldn’t look Simon 
in the eyes any longer. 

“You have a feeling don’t you?” 

“Maybe. Anyway, we'll talk tomorrow. | think you need 
your rest and time alone.” 


Simon allowed a long breath to escape. “Can I ask you 
something personal?” 

“Sure.” Turning off the computer Michael sighed. 

“You didn’t expect when he left you, did you?” 

For some reason the question threw him. “What?” 

“I’m not trying to pry. Perhaps I’m just trying to make 
sense of this. | can tell by the way you're reacting to this 
Chad person, whoever the fuck he is, but the way I’m 
feeling. Every bit of this shit is like a mini carbon copy of the 
hurt you felt, isn’t it?” 

Michael sniffed and tried to figure out how to answer the 
question. “Well, Drew had a good reason to leave me. | was 
a fool.” 

“From what | can see you’re a wonderful man and you 
know what? We all have faults. Everyone of us.” Moving 
toward the fridge he grabbed a second beer and popped the 
top. “I just wish the rollercoaster ride would end.” 

“Keep the faith and it will. We’ll talk tomorrow. Um... 
thank you for your words. I’m not everything you think | 
am.” 

“I guess neither am I.” 

Nodding, Michael finished packing up the computer and 
grabbed his coat. “l'Il call you in the morning.” He gazed 
into Simon’s eyes and smiled and they didn’t need any 
words between them to know how damaged they both were. 
He could see such pain and yet a sweet soul hiding behind 
haunted eyes. Swallowing hard, he moved toward the door 
and every part of his screamed to stay but he knew this 
would do neither one of them any good. As he opened the 
door he felt the heat of Simon’s breath skating across the 
back of his neck. 

“Don’t go. | don’t want to be alone tonight. | want to feel 
again. | know every word I’m saying is fucking crazy and | 
know we don’t know each other but | want you. In truth, I’ve 
never wanted anyone as much as | do at this minute. We 
may only have one night but please stay.” 


The words alone sent a series of shivers racing up and 
down Michael’s spine. His breath caught and he wasn’t sure 
what to say. Turning around slowly he could see such 
sincerity and need and God he wanted nothing more than to 
stay and... “It’s not a good idea and you and | both know I’m 
right.” But dear God, he didn’t want to be right. He wanted 
more. 

Simon closed his eyes briefly and nodded. “Perhaps.” 

His heart racing, Michael nodded and headed out the 
door but something refused to allow him to do what was 
right. Instead, he did exactly as his heart and body told him 
to do. Stepping back inside he closed and locked the door. 
“God forgive me but | want you.” 


Chapter Six 


Simon realized that entering into anything intimate with 
Michael wasn’t the best idea, but he’d meant what he said. 
Hearing Chad’s voice and the ugly way he made fun of him 
was too much to bear. If he didn’t feel something again he 
knew he was going down a path he’d never recover from. 
“Michael.” Backing into the kitchen further, he inhaled 
deeply savoring the rich musky scent of the man. There was 
something so very masculine about the hulking black man 
and from his muscular legs to his high cheekbones and eyes 
that bore Michael’s very tortured soul. As electric current 
floated between them, sending a series of tremors down his 
legs, he allowed his eyes to settle on Michael’s bulging 
crotch and couldn’t wait to unwrap him, devour him. Dear 
God he was about as turned on as he'd ever been. Was he 
crazy? No, he wanted to be desired. 

Advancing like a predator Michael brushed his hands 
through his hair and licked his lips. He looked away briefly. 

And Simon thought he’d blown it. 

“You're sure?” 

“More than sure.” 

Nodding slowly, Michael took a single finger and traced 
a circle all the way around Simon’s lips as he emitted a low 
growl. He took a step forward forcing Simon back against 
the kitchen island as he slid his finger down to Simon’s chin, 
brushing the tip back and forth. Smiling, he lowered his 
head and captured Simon’s mouth, holding his lips against 
Simon’s as he snaked his arm around Simon’s waist, 
drawing him against his chest. Michael broke the kiss long 
enough to nip Simon’s lower lip, dragging the tender flesh 
between his teeth and then biting down. “Damn | want you.” 
His broken words nothing more than a husky whisper, he 
crushed his mouth over Simon’s and pressed his tongue 
deep inside. 


Every part of his body on fire, Simon trembled as the 
man took complete control. Their tongues entwining, he was 
lost to the moment of passion instantly. Swaying his hips 
back and forth, he ground his groin into Michael’s and the 
friction was enough to force a series of electric jolts pulsing 
through his body. He wrapped his hands around Michael’s 
waits and used the flat of his hands brushing up and down 
the man’s muscular back as his heart raced. 

Grunting, Michael jerked Simon tighter against the heat 
of his body as he grazed his hands down to cup and squeeze 
Simon’s ass. 

Without a doubt, there was nothing that could feel as 
delicious as the moment and Simon moaned into the kiss as 
he tipped his head and closed his eyes. His hunger off the 
scale as the kiss became nothing more than a manic 
moment of crazed need, he panted and palmed Michael’s 
chest. Finally breaking the kiss he pushed the larger man 
back and grunted as he wiped his mouth with the back of 
his hand. “Damn! You’re fucking on fire.” 

Michael narrowed his eyes and inhaled slowly as he took 
his finger and slid the tip down Simon’s neck to the open 
portion of Simon’s shirt. “Take this off.” Giving Simon a 
ferocious look he stepped back and folded his arms. 

There was something so incredible and yet so savage 
about the way Michael looked at him and Simon wanted 
nothing more than to be feasted on. Tugging his shirt from 
his jeans he peeled it off his shoulders slowly, pitching the 
unwanted material to the floor. “What do you want?” 

“You don’t ask a man like me that kind of question.” 

“Oh yeah?” 

As Michael jerked his shirt off and tossed it across the 
room he pursed his lips and preened. “Oh yeah.” 

Seeing Michael’s carved arms and chiseled chest for the 
first time took Simon’s breath away. This was one perfect 
man wrapped in a rough-hewn body and for a few seconds 
he wasn’t sure he could walk, talk or make any sense. 


Tamping back his raging hunger he gave the man the once 
over and teased. “But | just did.” 

The words seeming to catch Michael off guard he 
chuckled before shifting his gaze down to Simon’s crotch. 
Shifting back and forth he unfastened his belt, removing the 
leather strap slowly before unzipping his jeans. 

Simon smiled as Michael kicked off his shoes and eased 
his jeans down his hips before stopping and giving Simon a 
salacious look. “Don’t tease me.” 

“| don’t plan on it.” In two steps he closed the distance 
and pushed Simon down to his knees. “Suck me.” Easing 
out his cock, he brushed the tip across Simon’s mouth as he 
chuckled darkly. “Oh yeah, suck me.” 

Shuddering, the feel of the man’s cock sliding across his 
lips was not only stimulating but something he’d missed. 
Flashes of his previous life rolled past his field of vision in 
damning colors, but he pushed the ugly thoughts away. This 
man was entirely different and much more in control and for 
the first time Simon wanted nothing more than to give all of 
himself to a man without hesitation. Somewhere in the back 
of his mind he realized he knew little about the brooding 
God but he didn’t give a shit. Body and soul he wanted 
nothing more than to share something completely carnal. 

“You heard me.” Folding his arms he opened his legs 
wide and jutted his hips forward. “Suck me.” 

He gave Michael a look that he knew told the man how 
he felt before wrapping his hand around the base of 
Michael’s cock with one hand and cupping his balls with the 
other. Rolling the tender sac between his fingers Simon 
closed his eyes and leaned forward, darting his tongue 
across the top of Michael’s cockhead. The wafting of 
Michael’s hunger floated between them becoming a 
powerful aphrodisiac and his body quaked as he repeated 
the move. 

“You're a tease,” Michael whispered as he grazed his 
hand over Simon’s head and intertwined his fingers in 
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Simon’s hair. Tightening his grip he groaned. 

Simon squeezed his hand around Michael’s balls until 
the man groaned as he licked down the underside of his 
Shaft. Taking the tender balls in his wet mouth, he sucked as 
he pumped the base, clamping his hand around the 
throbbing shaft. Michael was without a doubt the largest 
man he’d ever been with and the feel of his thick cock 
pulsing in his hand sent a series of tremors racing down his 
spine. 

“Goddamn! That feels good...good...” Sucking in his 
breath he groaned and shifted, his body shaking. 

Sighing, Simon removed Michael’s balls from his mouth 
and continued rolling them between his fingers as he licked 
across the sensitive slit. Using his teeth Simon nipped up 
and down the length of Michael’s shaft, allowing his fingers 
to roam under the man’s balls. There was nothing he 
enjoyed more than exploring a man’s body and from the 
feel of his carved muscles to his heavy seed sac and the 
deep slit between his legs his body reacted almost violently. 
Taking the head of Michael’s cock into his mouth he swirled 
his tongue around in lazy circles as he inched forward. 

Michael shivered and tossed his head back as he pushed 
his groin forward, forcing Simon to take more of him into his 
mouth. “Yeah...more...” 

Simon opened his mouth wide and eased down an inch 
at a time as he continued stroking. Up and down he sucked, 
bringing the tip to the edge of his mouth before engulfing 
more. Repeating the effort he slid the tip back and forth 
across the seam of his mouth as his heart raced. He had 
never felt so alive and on fire in his life and as his pulse 
raced in his body he could barely focus. Relaxing his mouth 
muscles he took Michael’s dick down further until the tip hit 
the back of his throat. Using his strong jaw muscles he 
clamped around the thick muscle and held his stance. 

“Shit!” Michael stood on his tiptoes and used his 
powerful leg muscles to thrust into Simon’s mouth. As he 


tossed his head back and forth he wrapped his hands 
around Simon’s head and pumped in slow and deliberate 
drives, the sound of Simon’s wet mouth sucking permeating 
the dense air. 

While he continued stroking Simon allowed the man to 
take full control, driving his cock so deep into the back of his 
mouth he thought he’d gag but there was something so 
pristine about the moment that he sighed and allowed his 
body to move to a peaceful state. As the first drops of pre- 
cum flowed down the back of his throat he savored the 
flavor and wanted more. So much more. 

In and out Michael thrust his cock into Simon’s mouth as 
his legs trembled. Grunting, Michael dropped his head 
allowing beads of sweat to fall down across Simon’s face. “I 
could have you suck me for days but | have to taste you.” 
He pushed gently against Simon’s shoulders forcing the 
man back. 

Simon struggled to keep his hold. He wanted nothing 
more than to taste the man’s sweet cum as hot strings slid 
down the back of his throat. 

“No! | want more.” His voice nothing more than a 
strangled whisper, he pushed Simon’s mouth all the way off 
his cock and panted, licking his lips. “Undress.” 

Michael’s words weren’t a request but an order and as 
Simon struggled to his feet, every part of him shaking from 
the anticipation of being fucked hard and fast he fumbled to 
remove his jeans. Barely able to get his shoes off without 
falling to the ground he willed his raging hormones to quiet 
down as he eased back and gazed at Michael’s face. He 
blinked furiously trying to focus as he smiled and licked his 
dry lips. “You are...amazing.” 

“Amazing? Then we’ll have to see if | can make you 
scream.” As he kept his eyes burning across Simon he 
jerked off his pants, tossing them in the corner. Standing 
fully naked Michael grinned. “Damn this shouldn’t be 
happening.” 


“Yes, this should.” 

“Then hurry up. | need to fuck you.” 

Just hearing the words alone was enough to drive Simon 
over the edge of reality but seeing the man’s entire body 
was more than just a powerful aphrodisiac. He suddenly 
couldn’t get his clothes off fast enough and as he stood 
naked in front of the man he hoped would be his lover for a 
very long time, he felt a hint of embarrassment as if he 
wasn’t good enough for any man. 

As if sending a touch of apprehension Michael smiled, 
his eyes twinkling and allowed a long, slow hiss to burst 
past his lips. “You’re one hell of a gorgeous man and I’m so 
going to enjoy fucking you.” In two long strides he wrapped 
his hands around Simon’s waist and yanked him up, forcing 
him all the way back on the island. 

Momentarily shocked, the sounds of items falling to the 
floor gave him a start and yet every part of him was so 
damn alive he could barely think straight. As his legs were 
opened wide and pushed back against his chest, he panted 
and closed his eyes. 

“Hold them back for me so I can enjoy.” 

Laughing softly Simon wrapped his arms around his 
thighs and tugged them back even further, exposing all of 
his sex to the man in a brazen offering. A cool breeze 
danced down across his heated skin and he was just about 
as close to heaven or ecstasy as he could imagine. “Oh... 
shit.” 

Michael grunted and licked up the back of Simon’s thigh 
and then the other as he brushed the tips of his fingers up 
and down the back of his legs. Bending down he breathed a 
swath of hot air across Simon’s groin and allowed a single 
moan to escape. “I’m so going to suck you now.” He jerked 
Simon’s body to the end of the island and lowered his head, 
taking the entire tip of Simon’s cock into his mouth. 

“Fuck!” The moment the hulking man wrapped his 
mouth around his cockhead Simon almost lost it. Jerking up 


from the cool skin of the Formica, he hissed as he blinked 
furiously. His entire body was shaking as Michael went all 
the way down the entire length of his cock, sucking with 
enough pressure he was sure he was going to explode 
instantly. His mouth opening in a silent scream, he tossed 
his head back and forth as Michael clamped around his 
Shaft, drawing him all the way into the back of his mouth. 
Skole” 

Grunting like a wild animal Michael drew Simon’s cock 
all the way out and licked across the sensitive slit before he 
raked his teeth down the underneath of his shaft and licked 
both balls. “Mmm...so damn tasty. | could suck you for 
days.” 

And dear God he would allow the man. He tried to 
concentrate, to hold his legs in place but the feel was so 
damn good he wasn’t sure he could keep his position. He 
opened his eyes wide and the flash of vibrant light was 
enough to force another whimper. 

Michael took Simon’s shaft down slowly, his tongue 
swirling around in languishing circles as he slid the tips of 
his fingers down the crack of Simon’s ass, teasing. He 
pressed the tip of his finger to Simon’s dark entrance and 
pushed it just inside, wiggling his finger back and forth. 

Simon arched his back and gazed down to watch 
Michael’s actions as he held his shaking legs, his heart 
racing. “Yes...oh...” 

Michael added a second finger and eased both inside as 
he raked his teeth up the length of Simon’s shaft. Dragging 
his tongue across the slit he licked all the way down to the 
man’s balls, taking first one and then the other into his 
mouth as he thrust his long fingers in and out of Simon’s 
ass. 

Moaning, Simon clenched his hands as a slice of pain 
coursed through his system. “Fuck!” He resisted jerking 
against the invasion as his ass muscles clenched around 
Michael’s fingers, drawing him in deeper. 


As he breathed across Simon’s balls Michael spread the 
man’s ass cheeks and licked under Simon’s balls before 
Sliding his tongue down to Simon’s rosy hole. Rimming in a 
Slow circle he slipped his tongue just inside. Using a 
combination of his tongue and fingers he drove into Simon’s 
ass as he growled. 

Every part of his body on fire, Simon tossed his head 
back and forth as he struggled to hold onto his legs. 
Swallowing hard, the combination of sensations was an 
incredible mixture. For a few minutes he was uninhibited 
and free, wanting more. 

Michael continued the action until he finally thrust past 
the tight ring of muscle. Mmm...so tight.” 

The force was enough to drag Simon’s body up from the 
island. “Jesus!” Panting, he closed his eyes as his body 
shuddered from the pain. In and out Michael plunged into 
him and his cock became alive and in need again. He 
Slipped his hand down and cupped his own cock, stroking up 
and down as the delicious moment continued. 

Easing back Michael gazed up at him and sighed. “l 
want more.” 

Simon could barely focus but as he licked his dry lips 
and sucked in his breath he nodded. “So do |.” 

“Bedroom?” 

Suddenly the memories with Chad were almost enough 
to shut Simon down. Narrowing his eyes he leaned leg his 
legs down and leaned up on his elbows. “Not the bedroom.” 
Damn if his voice didn’t sound pathetic. 

“I understand.” Michael rose to his feet and took two 
steps back. 

Simon watched him and the moment the man grabbed 
his pants Simon was startled. “I didn’t mean | didn’t want 
you. | mean...| do | just... Oh hell. | sound ridiculous, don’t 
I?” Sitting all the way up he brushed his hand through his 
damp hair and tried to figure out what was more traumatic, 
the fact he wasn’t ready to take a lover into the bedroom he 


Shared with another man or the fact he was already pushing 
Michael away. 

Michael gave him a look as he pulled out his wallet. 
Slipping out a foil package he held it up. “Relax. In no way 
do | want to make you uncomfortable. If you can’t do this we 
won't.” 

There was something so beautiful and yet so very 
haunting about Michael’s eyes that he instantly garnered 
courage. “Oh no, | want you.” Smiling, he couldn’t take his 
eyes off Michael as he slowly ripped open the package and 
rolled the condom over his throbbing cockhead. Sliding his 
hand down he cupped and squeezed his own balls as he 
gave Simon a heated gaze. “Hard or soft?” 

“Decisions.” His legs shaky he eased off the counter, 
gripping the edge. “Hard. | want to feel more alive than | 
ever have.” 

Raising his eyebrow Michael grinned before brushed the 
flat of his hands up his chest and taking a step forward. 
“Turn around.” 

There was something so unnerving about Michael’s 
commanding tone yet as he swallowed and nodded, he 
turned around. This was going to feel so damn good. 

Michael eased behind him and lowered his head slowly, 
peppering kisses across Simon’s neck. Biting down, he held 
the tender skin in between his teeth as he kicked Simon’s 
legs apart. 

The feel of the man’s teeth sent a series of quivers 
racing down his spine. Simon closed his eyes and imagined 
what the experience was going to be like. 

Releasing him, Michael pushed Simon over the counter 
at the waist, forcing his head down. “Going to feel so damn 
good being inside of you.” He placed the tip of his cock at 
Simon’s dark entrance and sighed. Gripping Simon’s hips he 
pushed his cock until just the head was inside. 

Instantly Simon’s ass muscles gripped around Michael’s 
Shaft. “Ooohhh...” Gasping, he dropped his head and 


grunted as dazzling sensations roared through his body. 

“Hard.” Michael plunged the entire length of his 
throbbing shaft into Simon’s ass as he threw his head back 
and allowed a strangled moan to escape. “Fuck!” 

Pain and pleasure instantly mixed together and the 
combination was enough to force Simon up from the 
counter. “Shit...oh shit!” Every nerve ending on edge, he 
could barely breathe and as Michael pulled all the way out 
until just the tip was inside and repeated the move he 
emitted a series of ragged pants, his heart thumping in his 
chest. 

“God! You feel so fucking good.” Panting, Michael dug 
his nails into Simon’s tender flesh as he thrust in and out, 
using the power of his muscular thighs to drive Simon hard 
into the dense counter. “I love...the way...you feel.” 

Unable to speak, Simon simply held on as the intense 
ride became almost savage. Harder and deeper Michael 
plunged into his ass, slicing across his prostate. 

“God, yes...” He dropped his head and licked across 
Simon’s shoulders. “This feels too damn good.” As he 
continued his manic motions he grunted, his legs trembling. 

Hissing, Simon’s dick ached from the intense actions. He 
could feel Michael’s cock swelling and he knew the hulking 
man wasn’t going to last long. 

Yet Michael continued the frenetic pace as his breathing 
became ragged. “I...oh...yes...” His entire body shaking, he 
jerked Simon’s back and erupted as he roared. 
“Yyyyeeesssss!” He grunted and continued pumping until 
he issued a keening growl. “Fuck!” 

His heart thumping, Simon sucked in his breath and 
savored the intensity as his ass muscles milked Michael’s 
cock, drawing him in until his balls were slapping against 
Simon’s ass. AS beads of sweat rolled down his face, he 
dropped his head and panted. They remained locked 
together for several seconds, neither man moving and when 
he clenched his ass muscles again, Michael exhaled slowly. 


“Jesus.” Michael continued shaking as he wrapped his 
arms around Simon and lowered his head, allowing his hot 
breath to skate across Simon’s neck. “Amazing.” 

Simon smiled as he closed his eyes and while this was 
probably a onetime event it allowed him to feel again. 
“Thank you.” He waited until the man moved away before 
brushing sweat from his eyes. Why was he suddenly so 
embarrassed? 

As they sat together on the couch at opposite ends, it 
was as if Simon looked at the man for the first time. He 
studied Michael’s features from his chiseled cheekbones and 
sculpted nose to his high forehead and swollen lips. The 
chocolate covered man was gorgeous. But it wasn’t just 
Michael’s outward beauty he was attracted to. There was 
something about the brooding giant that reminded Simon of 
himself and while the thought should be terrifying in truth it 
was perhaps the most comforting aspect about Michael. 
“You know | can’t help but think about Ashley a lot. | really 
adored...adore the little girl.” 

“That’s easy to tell you do. You certainly can’t hide the 
way you feel about a child.” 

“No, you’re right. She somehow pulled out a light buried 
deep within me and I never stopped being simply amazed at 
the little sounds and the way her eyes watched every move 
| made. She was...is... Oh fuck!” 

“Simon, we'll find her.” 

“I don’t know. Kids change so quickly and given there’s 
no birth records she could be anyone's child.” He fisted his 
mouth to keep the angry bile inside. 

“Sounds like you’re resigned to losing her,” Michael said 
quietly. 

“Don’t get me wrong | don’t want to at all but | have to 
face facts. She’s probably not my child and in truth I’m 
beginning to wonder if she’s really Chad’s.” 

“I hate to ask you this but how did you handle the 
insemination?” 


Simon rubbed his eyes. “Jerking off at a clinic.” 

“That’s good. That’s great. | can check the records 
there. Give me the name because they have to keep 
records.” 

“Well it might tell you that the pregnancy happened but 
even that I’m not so sure. Tina became pregnant really 
quickly. Hell, | think after the bit it was three weeks, maybe 
four and she called us.” 

Michael leaned forward. “No matter, it adds to your 
credibility.” 

“I'll get you the address.” Simon looked away, his eyes 
barely able to focus and for a minute he could hear her 
laughing. “You know | always wanted a family. After not 
knowing my dad and having the asshole care about me | still 
want a family.” 

“Then you'll have one.” 

“Yeah. We’ll see if any court in the land allows me to 
adopt after this.” 

“Stop! You’re not the bad guy here,” Michael said before 
sighing loudly. “You're not.” 

“Yeah well. You know, | could never figure out why my 
stepfather gave me the money. It just was the oddest thing. 
Why not leave it to my mother? Hell, the man even told me 
he loved me toward the end if you can believe that shit.” 
Tipping his head back he groaned as he clenched his fist. 

“That’s what guilt can do for you. You tend to do 
anything and everything you can for the families of 
someone you hurt. That is if you have a decent bone in your 
body. That’s what I’d do anyway.” 

Simon heard the glitch in his voice and as he gazed at 
Michael’s face for a split second it was like he could see into 
Michael’s troubled world and in truth the troubling visions 
looked an awful lot like torture. “Everyone has something to 
hide.” 

“Yeah, they do.” Michael took a sip of water. “My kid 
sister has a couple of kids. She’s a single mom too so | really 


respect that.” 

“You guys close?” 

Michael shook his head. “Not since | came out as gay. 
See | was the star running back and my family thought I’d 
go onto the pros. | also had a very traditional girlfriend all 
through college. Even asked Amanda to marry me. The 
family loved her and one night | just had to confess. Hell | 
haven't talked to Amanda since that night. She felt betrayed 
| think and it nearly destroyed the relationships with all my 
family members.” 

“Shit. | hate hearing that.” Families could be so cruel. 

“Well, | told you I’m not the best guy in the world.” 

“You ever thought about having a family?” 

“All the time. It’s the only aspect of not having a 
traditional relationship that | don’t like. | know | could adopt 
but not sure I’m the daddy kind either.” 

“You might be surprised,” Simon said as he watched the 
twinkle in Michael’s eye return. 

They remained quiet for several minutes. 

“Tell me what you know about Tina,” Michael said. 

“I don’t know that much about her. We talked with her a 
couple of times before we agreed to anything. She showed 
us her medical records and from what | could tell she was 
healthy. We did visit her house once just to see if she really 
was the girl she portrayed herself to be and then we 
decided. At the time she seemed sweet and very 
personable. For all accounts she’s an intelligent woman 
who’s never been married. Other than that | don’t know 
much.” 

Shaking his head Michael sighed. “You do realize you 
should have found out everything about her. Right?” 

“I know | was stupid about so many things. | could 
blame my fifteen hour days trying to win a proposal so that 
the business | work for didn’t close and | honestly believed 
Chad. | thought we'd ride off into the sunset together.” God 
the anger burned within him. 


“Calm down. I’m not making fun at all. Not only are your 
convictions strong and admirable. But you had every right 
to trust him.” 

“Yeah well. | might go to prison for assaulting a woman 
who claims | don’t know her so I’m so sure if my convictions 
are anything but ridiculous. | swear though you should have 
seen her face when she saw me. It was like seeing a damn 
ghost.” 

Michael sighed. “She had to know you’d come find her.” 

“Why? We weren’t buddies. She was supposedly going 
to sign the papers and that was it period.” 

“Did she say anything to you at all?” 

“Other than get out?” But Simon had to think about the 
visit. He played back the few words in his mind. “She was 
shocked | was there and | swear to you she said something 
like oh fuck not you or not now. | don’t know. By that point | 
was sure Ashley was there given the highchair and | think 
there was even a damn Sesame Street program on the 
television.” 

“Was she babysitting as a side job?” 

“| have no idea. | thought she was a nurse.” 

“A nurse?” Michael laughed. “Of course. Doesn’t that 
make good sense? The perfect profession to hide some 
pretty damning information behind.” 

“I guess | never thought about it.” Tingles raced through 
his body. 

“Don’t worry. | have some thoughts.” 

“Good.” Simon gazed out the window and tried to 
imagine a different life. 

“What are you thinking?” Michael asked as he fiddled 
with the wrapping on the water bottle. 

Shaking his head Simon sighed. “I guess I’m just trying 
to figure out why.” 

“You mean Chad?” 

“No, you. Why you’re attracted to me.” 


Opening and closing his mouth Michael inched forward. 
“Other than the fact you’re incredibly gorgeous?” Grinning, 
he finally laughed. “I like you. That’s the bottom line. You 
are gorgeous but you also seem like the kind of man | want 
to get to know better.” 

The words couldn’t have been any more perfect, at least 
for the time being. “Thanks. | was beginning to wonder if | 
can even judge character in people at all or if I’m the 
problem.” 

“Problem? From where | sit you’re the good guy.” 
Michael took Simon’s hand into his and inhaled deeply. “l 
know this is a horrible time for you and | know given what 
Mary told me about your past relationships you're going to 
find it difficult to trust again. Trust me, | get it but the only 
thing l'Il promise you is that | won’t intentionally hurt you. 
I’m just not that kind of guy.” 

“Sounds like you want more?” Simon wasn’t sure if he 
was hopeful or simply questioning. 

“I| would but | think that’s something we both have to 
look at. This night is wonderful but...” 

“You don’t have to say it. | understand.” 

“Let me finish,” Michael breathed. “I already care for 
you and | don’t want to jeopardize the case. | think every 
aspect is going to get messy. He’s taunting you and he’s 
taken your money so | just need to be sharp.” 

“You think there’s more that’s going to happen, don’t 
you?” 

As he rubbed his thumb back and forth across Simon’s 
palm he sniffed. “Honestly? Yeah. It’s too personal. He wants 
to destroy you.” 

For some reason hearing the words were simply a 
matter of fact statement and Simon was no longer anything 
but pissed off. “I won’t allow him to.” 

Grinning, Michael’s eyes twinkled. “That’s what | want to 
hear.” 


They remained quiet for several minutes and then 
Simon had to know. “Tell me about him.” 

“Him?” Michael lifted his head. 

Simon nodded. “I can see the pain riding your face.” 

Michael bristled and closed his eyes. “I don’t Know what 
to say.” 

“What’s in your heart. | think you need to get this off 
your chest.” 

“Drew was a wonderful man and | let him down. | 
pushed him away with so many things and it’s all my fault. 
That’s about all there is to tell.” 

But Simon knew better. “That’s why you stopped 
drinking?” 

Michael’s eyes opened wide. “Yeah. | hurt too many 
people and | couldn’t continue. So let’s just say | understand 
your level of pain.” 

They were both not able to trust but in truth it was more 
about the fact that their past wasn’t allowing them to trust 
themselves more than other people. Could two tortured 
souls actually learn to love again? As a flash of Chad’s face, 
his smile and the laughter they used to share entered the 
back of his mind, he shivered. Anger washed over him until 
he was unable to breathe without his chest hurting. Michael 
wasn’t Chad but he was hiding something. Slowly climbing 
to his feet he looked down at Michael trying to decide. 
Slowly he held out his hand. 

Michael looked up into Simon’s eyes and exhaled. 

“Come to bed with me. Not for sex but let’s share some 
time together, to be close and to remember the monsters 
can only claim what’s left of our humanity if we allowed 
them to.” 

“Monsters. You're right.” A slight smile curled at the 
corner of his mouth. As he stood he kept his eyes locked 
onto Simon’s. Grasping his hand Michael allowed a single 
sound to escape his lips. “I’d like that.” 


Sometime in the middle of the night Michael left. Simon 
sighed as he rolled over to an empty bed. Well, it had been 
an emotional experience for both of them. The dichotomy of 
the wonderful night and yet the terrible next few steps he 
was going to have to take was maddening. Holding up his 
hand he studied the cuts and the bruising flesh and for 
some reason the injuries were like a badge of honor. The 
phone call as something else and while he didn’t want to 
believe the asshole he wasn’t sure of anything. 

Easing out of bed he sauntered into the bathroom and 
as he flipped on the light he gazed at his reflection. What 
kind of man was he going to be after this? He turned on the 
water as hot as he knew he could stand and waited until the 
steam filled the bathroom before getting in. As he palmed 
the tile he closed his eyes and allowed the water to cascade 
down over him. Every muscle in his body ached from the 
almost brutal event with Michael but damn if he didn’t want 
more. What was the man hiding from? Michael was very 
right there were things in a family that were always there. It 
didn’t matter what. Maybe that’s all it was. Dear God, he 
hoped. 

Tipping his head back Simon enjoyed the feel of the 
water sliding down his face. Why was he so haunted and 
why so damn tortured? As a single tear slipped from his eye 
he wiped the drop away furiously and made a promise to 
himself that no matter what ugly road this took him down he 
wasn’t going to lose what remained of his sanity again. He 
just couldn’t. Now if only his mind would allow him to 
believe his convictions. 

Simon remained in the shower for almost a half hour 
until he felt strong enough to face the day. Drying off, he 
wrapped the towel around his waist and walked slowly the 
kitchen, his mind reeling. And damn if he didn’t hate the 
fact of what he was about to do. Grunting, he made a pot of 
coffee and headed for the bedroom. The accountability 
could certainly wait for a little while. As he passed the 


bulletin board he gazed suddenly remembered the long 
distance number and prickles of heat thrashed through him. 
His gut told him the number was a piece of information that 
perhaps he should at least check out. 

Ripping everything off the board he finally found the 
scrap of paper buried in a stack of papers, having been 
dislodged from the bulletin board. Exhaling slowly, he 
studied his phone as the tingles continued. “Courage. Have 
courage.” 

But as he turned his head, gazing out the window he 
knew he was a monster and a man who deserved to die. 
“Soon.” 


Chapter Seven 


The morning dawned with a bright sky and yet Michael 
wasn’t in the best of moods. He’d left just after Simon fell 
into a deep sleep and he wasn’t entirely sure why. Perhaps 
he needed space or time to get his head out of his ass. Then 
again, there was a little girl missing and what did he do? 
Fuck a man who was lost. The coffee tasted more like 
disgusting bile this morning. Pouring out the almost full cup 
he laid out his plan for the day. 

He showered and changed quickly and left a message 
for Sam before heading out. There was no doubt he was 
more than curious as to what Sam might find in the phone 
records. His first stop? Seeing one Tina Young. He checked 
the address and as he headed for her house he thought 
about his night with Simon. Shaking his head he glanced in 
the rear view mirror and chastised himself for getting close. 
As he pointed at the mirror he snarled. “You're an idiot. You 
know Simon doesn’t need this shit and he won’t be able to 
handle your freaking baggage.” While the words could be 
true Michael also had a gut feeling Simon was a hell of a lot 
stronger than people believed him to be. 

Opening up at all to the man meant Michael cared more 
than he realized but he could never tell Simon the complete 
truth. He could never tell anyone. Hearing the words 
sputtered in anger by Drew in the back of his mind, he 
cringed. 

“You lied to me. You’ve been lying to me. All the time | 
thought you were working harder and more and to have this 
happen? Why didn’t you confide in me? Why couldn’t you 
trust the one man who loves you? Well, I’ve learned exactly 
what I’ve meant to you all along and I can’t take it any 
longer. | won’t. Do you understand me?” 

Michael shivered to the core. Yep. He’d fucked it up 
royally. Hell, he’d fucked up almost everything in his life. He 
wasn’t going to fuck this up for Simon. He flat out refused. 


Still, allowing himself to get involved with a client and 
one who could have a dubious past was beyond stupid. But 
as he remembered the wonderful feeling of being inside the 
man he couldn’t help but smile. “End the case before you 
satisfy your libido.” Finally chuckling he turned down what 
he thought to be the street Tina lived on and watched the 
numbers on the houses. As soon as he rolled up to the 
house he knew something was wrong. It had the look of a 
rushed leave by the overturned garbage can and swinging 
storm door. There was no car in the driveway and no garage 
either. There was something about the cocked and half open 
blind on one of the front windows that looked like someone 
raced to shut out the world. Or had been forced to. His blood 
curdled and as he turned off the engine he slammed his 
hand on the steering wheel. 

“You fucking fool.” Everything from the night before had 
told him to talk with Tina last night and now this. Sucking in 
his breath he sauntered up the driveway as he looked at the 
houses on either side. Maybe if he was damn lucky the 
owners might have seen something but he guessed that 
Tina Young was required to leave and leave quickly. As he 
made it to the front window he peered inside and could 
clearly see a quick departure had been made. From the 
overturned lamp to the scattering of CD’s on the floor, 
someone had hand selected some items to take. 

Then again it could be a crime scene. Michael debated 
calling Sam but instead tried the front door. Finding it 
unlocked he knew he was breaking more than one law but if 
she was gone then the plan had been escalated and 
probably by Simon’s visit. He swung open the door and 
stood in the doorway scanning the perimeter of the room. 
There were no outward signs that he could see of a scuffle, 
but much more like a quick gathering of things. Against his 
better judgment he stepped inside. Taking a single finger he 
closed the door. He certainly didn’t need nosy neighbors at 
this point. 


Michael walked into the kitchen and eyed the highchair. 
Some of the cabinet doors were opened and as he walked 
toward them he could see that mostly food and maybe a 
few dishes had been taken. As he looked in the other 
cabinets and opened the refrigerator it became fairly clear 
to him that if this was a day care situation then Tina only 
had one client and he had a terrible feeling he knew who 
that had been. 

Taking out his cell phone he started snapping pictures. 
Whatever was going on in this case he wanted to document 
every last detail. He stood gawking at the remains and 
sighed. Some of the pieces just weren’t falling into place. As 
he headed for the back of the house he checked the first 
room and the small space was obviously nothing more than 
a guest room. He turned to leave when something caught 
his attention. Walking inside he scanned every surface and 
could see the bed had been haphazardly made but made on 
purpose. Why? Sniffing, Michael could almost swear there 
was an aroma from a man’s cologne but there were no other 
effects. Glancing toward the closet, the door stood partially 
open. As he opened he gazed down seeing hangers on the 
floor. He bent to pick one up and noticed the crumbled 
material. 

“A man’s shirt.”Interesting. The find could something or 
nothing. Given the little he knew about Tina he suspected 
that the fact she was a nurse had more to do with this than 
he realized. Would the imposter be stupid enough to stay 
with her? Heading out of the room he could see what had to 
be the master bedroom. As he neared the door he stopped 
Short. There had to have been a struggle. Michael walked 
inside and shook his head. Whatever had happened to Tina 
he suspected hadn’t been of her decision. The room was 
tossed. Why would she make up a story about Simon 
beating her up? To protect someone. Of course. 

At least they couldn’t pin this one on Simon. As he 
pulled out his phone to dial Sam he walked the entire room. 


Staring down at the bed he could see what appeared to be 
blood. He dragged the tip of his finger through it and 
sniffed. It was definitely blood. “Shit. What the hell are we 
dealing with here?” Punching in the numbers he scanned 
the room and headed for her closet. The moment he opened 
the door he could tell there were clothes missing. So 
someone wanted her along for a ride. Why? To be a mother 
perhaps? 

“Sam. It’s Michael.” 

“I thought you'd be calling me,” Sam hissed. 

“Well this thing has escalated.” 

“You're damn right it has.” 

Michael was taken aback. “What does that mean?” 

“Well your boy isn’t as squeaky clean as you thought he 
was.” 
“What are you talking about?” 

“He has a record.” 

Shocked, Michael hissed. “What do you mean? What did 
he do?” 

“Beat the shit out a well respected politician named 
Charles Buckley. Almost killed the guy. Simon Preston was 
sentenced to two years for assault. Kid got out in a few 
months but from the report | read the attack was severe.” 

Why did the name sound so damn familiar? “I don’t 
know what to say. What does that matter here?” But he 
knew why. A shiver raced down his spine. What else didn’t 
Simon tell him? 

“Well it certainly adds credibility to Ms. Young’s 
statement.” 

“Hold on, Sam. We have more going on. | think Tina 
Young has either been abducted or was at least coerced 
strongly to go with someone.” 

Sam exhaled slowly. “How do you know?” 

“Because I’m standing in her house.” 

“Goddamn it, Michael! What the hell is wrong with you? 
You broke into her house?” 


“I can to talk to her and noticed something was off.” 
Michael rubbed his eyes. 

“So you broke into her house.” 

“The damn door was unlocked.” 

“You're a fucking former cop for Christ’s sake. What is 
wrong with you?” 

“I... just want to help Simon out. Look, there’s some 
blood here so whatever is happened she didn’t go 
completely of her free will.” 

“Then | think we need to have a talk with your boy,” 
Sam snarled. 

“He couldn’t have done this.” Leaning against the wall 
Michael could feel another nightmare coming on. 

“And why the hell is that?” 

Tick. Tock. 

“Because | was with him last night.” The silence was 
almost deafening. 

“Jesus fucking Christ. This just gets better and better. | 
don’t even know what to Say.” 

“Just help me here. Please.” 

“Help you or your lover?” 

Michael had to fight back a nasty retort. 

“All right. l'Il send a team there.” 

“Thank you. Anything on the phone records?” Michael 
asked as he walked into the bathroom. There was scattered 
make up and towels in the floor but nothing else of interest. 

“There were a lot of calls to a now nonexistent cell 
phone.” 

“Interesting, a throw away.Seems like our boy was 
planning something.” Michael scanned the room one last 
time before heading out. There was one room left. As he 
opened the door the small crib was nestled in the corner. 
While there was only a single dresser and nothing else, the 
half open drawers meant a child had been living here. 

“Maybe this Chad didn’t know.” 


“Yeah the more | look into this case the more it smells. 
The Amber alert hasn’t picked up a damn thing, not even 
one freaking call. The Sergeant is breathing down my neck 
and there’s no sign of any one who can confirm or deny any 
of this.” 

“What about the baby sitter?” Michael asked, hopeful. 

“At least the information checks out but Maria is 
nowhere to be found. Managed to find her next of kin, a 
sister who lives in town and guess what?” 

Michael was afraid to ask. 

“She’s on an extended vacation to Europe. The sister 
has no idea about where and also doesn’t know anything 
about the kids she keeps.” 

“Europe? Isn’t that a little too convenient?” Michael had 
a very bad feeling someone was doing everything in their 
power to clip every connection Simon had to Ashley or 
Chad. 

“Like | said, everything is way too convenient in this 
case. Makes me worry about this poor little girl.” 

“How’s this grab you, Sam? Now we have more to deal 
with, Sam. A child was definitely living with Tina.” 

“I’m not going to even ask any details,” Sam hissed. “All 
right. You stay put and talk to the officers and I’m going to 
find out where Tina worked.” 

“She’s a nurse.” 

“How do you know that?” Sam asked. “Oh wait, let me 
guess. Wonder boy told you, didn’t he?” 

“Just check on it. She may have been able to help hide 
something.” 

“Fine. You are way out of line here. If you’re not careful 
lm going to have to arrest you for interfering with police 
business.” 

He heard his friend but this was something he just had 
to do not only for Simon’s sake. For his as well. As Michael 
turned to leave the puffy looking toy caught his attention. 


Picking up the stuffed rabbit he grimaced. “I have 
something to do.” 

“Hold on here. Don’t you dare do anything stup...” 

Michael hung up the phone and stuffed it in his pocket. 
Gazing at the floppy eared bunny he swallowed hard and 
brushed his hand across the matted fur. Sighing, he held it 
to his chest and prayed to God the little girl was okay. He 
heard his phone buzzing as he headed for the front door. He 
had to find out everything from Simon. Who the hell was 
Charles Buckley? Damn it the name rang such a clear bell in 
his mind. 

As he walked out the front door he heard a noise. 
Gazing to the right the older lady glanced at him wide eyed. 
Working a hunch he headed toward her. She seemed 
frightened. “Hi, I’m Michael Dayton working on a case. | was 
just wondering if you’ve seen Tina Young lately.” 

The woman backed against the door as her lower lip 
trembled. She gazed up and down the length of him. 

Michael pulled out his credentials and smiled, allowing 
her to see his identification. 

She nodded and stole a glance in the direction of Tina’s 
house. “I don’t think you’re going to find her.” 

“Why?” 

“Her boyfriend came and forced her with him. They 
were really arguing.” 

“Force her?” Michael walked closer. “And she had a 
boyfriend?” 

“Least that’s who | thought he was. She kept to herself 
mostly. Didn’t have a lot of people visiting. Really just two or 
three. The last few weeks though the girl has really had 
some nasty fights.” 

“Same person every time?” This was getting more than 
interesting. 

“That’s just it. | swear | thought | heard a woman but 
Tina never had female friends. She worked all the time.” 

“Did she babysit kids?” 


“There’s no way she could with her schedule. I’d see her 
leaving early in the morning and most of the time | was in 
bed and she still wasn’t home.” 

“What time did this happen last night? Do you 
remember?” 

She snorted as she nodded. “I do because the damn 
screaming woke me up from a dead sleep. That poor girl 
was giving it back to him but I hated all the nasty yelling for 
the baby. The poor little thing was screaming.” 

Bingo. “Baby?” 

“Yeah. | hadn’t seen the precious girl for a while and 
then suddenly she was here some. | don’t know.” 

“Did Tina go willingly?” Michael asked as he scrutinized 
the woman’s cautious expression. 

“I don’t know if I’d say willingly.” 

“And you didn’t call the police?” 

“Hey. | don’t want to get in the middle of some family 
situation and besides he’s been here on and off for over a 
year so | just figured they’d had a bad fight. | don’t know 
why they left in such a hurry though. Weird.” 

Michael inhaled deeply. “Did you hear anything they 
said?” 

“Not really. He was just so angry. I’ve never seen him so 
angry. Sent shivers racing down my spine. Men just don’t 
know how to talk to a lady. You know?” 

“What did this man look like?” He garnered and idea 
and while the thought was a long shot, Michael grew more 
curious than anything. 

“Tall guy. | never really got a good look at him. He 
always came and went so fast. He was always dressed in 
dark clothes too like sweatpants and a sweatshirt. Didn’t 
matter what the season. I’m sorry. | really didn’t pay that 
much attention to him. It was funny though cause his voice 
was different. | don’t know. Could have just been | was 
sleepy but the exchange all seemed so odd.” 


Michael tugged out a business card. “Do me a favor. Call 
me if you think of anything and if you see any activity. The 
police are going to come and take a look but if you see 
either one of them I’d really like to know.” 

She took the card and stared at it before lifting her 
head. “Why are you asking about her?” 

“Just working on a case involving insurance fraud.” 

She nodded and said nothing. 

As Michael turned to leave he realized she hadn’t said 
what time. That way at least he’d know how long a lead 
time Chad had. “I’m sorry. What time did you say this 
happened?” 

“About four.” 

While Michael didn’t want to believe that Simon could 
do any harm it was quite feasible he could have grown 
angry and come to Tina’s house. What if Simon was the one 
wanting the child? What if... “Thank you.” Shaking away the 
ugly thoughts he walked quickly to his car. If Simon had a 
record he’d certainly want to hide the ugly fact given what 
happened. Maybe Chad found out and was using the 
information as blackmail or better yet, what if Tina found 
out. Perhaps she wasn’t quite ready to allow an ex-con to 
adopt her child. 

He groaned and tried to put the puzzle together. There 
was no way. There were more questions than answers at 
this point and the single connection was Simon. Dialing 
Sam’s number he was grateful he got voice mail. “Sam. I’ve 
confirmed with a neighbor that Tina didn’t handle any 
babysitting. | think finding out where she worked is 
important here. | have a couple of hunches I’m going to 
check out and | swear l'Il keep you in the loop.” He hoped 
he would be able to keep that promise. 

As he headed to Simon’s house he knew there was 
something huge smack in the middle of this case that 
remained completely off kilter. Why would Chad embezzle 
money from not only the wealthy clients and the firm he 


worked for but then go after Simon? Wasn’t four million 
enough? 

“Great.” Simon’s car wasn’t in the driveway. Granted, it 
was a workday and after nine in the morning. He looked 
down at the stuffed bunny and brushed his hand across the 
little tyke’s belly. “I hope | can reunite the two of you.” As 
he thought about what to do next Simon’s car pulled up. 
The second Simon climbed out of the car Michael’s hackles 
were raised. Not only was Simon dressed in sweat pants and 
a hooded sweatshirt but the look on his face screamed of 
guilt. Moving out of the care quickly he could see very easily 
that Simon wasn’t in the mood to talk. This is interesting. 
“Simon. Wait.” 

“For what? More lies?” 

That stopped Michael cold. “Me? Lies? What about your 
arrest record?” 

Turning slowly Simon snarled before giving him the 
finger. “You mother fucking asshole. You dare throw that in 
my face after you...” He sucked in his breath and shook his 
head. “What the hell game are we playing here? Just get 
away from me!” The thrust his key into the lock and twisted 
the handle. 

Michael took two long strides and grabbed Simon by the 
arm jerking him around, his nails digging into his arm. “No 
you don’t. What the hell do you mean lies? How did | lie to 
you? You continue not to tell me things. You continue to act 
like you’re a holier than though guy who’s been wronged 
when you beat the shit out of a man and went to jail. Why? 
What the hell is going on with you? Talk to me!” 

Yanking his arm away Simon huffed. “Fuck you!” 

As they stood and glared at each other Michael could 
see so much torment behind the man’s eyes. “What? Why 
do you think I lied to you?” 

Simon sniffed and looked away. “When were you going 
to tell me about the little boy?” 


Echoes bounced through his mind sending a series of 
electric jolts into his system. “Little boy?” His voice barely a 
whisper he wasn’t ready to admit his sins, his horrors. His 
nightmare. What the hell could he know and how? More 
importantly, who had told him? 

Simon turned his head slowly and locked his eyes with 
Michael’s. “Yeah. The little boy you killed.” 

As his heart thumped Michael tried to catch his breath. 
Stars floated in front of his eyes and as he slid his hand over 
his mouth he wasn’t sure what to say. Opening his mouth he 
licked his lips as he tried to think clearly. “Simon, 1...1...” 
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“Yeah. lIl be in a bit later. | have a few things to do here. 
No. I'm fine, Megan.” As fine as | can freaking be. Simon 
shook his head as he gazed at Michael. “No. Tell Ray l'Il call 
him back later to finalize those details and tell him thank 
you for me.” Hanging up his phone he held it to his head 
before turning to face Michael. “How are you feeling?” 
Having the man basically pass out on his front porch was 
more than a bit daunting. What a burden to be holding. He 
was so damn angry when he found out and now he could 
see that Michael was a broken man, as much as he was. 

“I’ve been better,” Michael said through clenched teeth. 

Grabbing his coffee he sat down carefully next to 
Michael. “This is just fucking great. We’ll we’re a pair, aren’t 
we?” 

“| didn’t tell you because | still can’t deal with what 
happened. My past also doesn’t matter to this case.” 

“You're an ex cop who killed a young boy in your cruiser 
and while | can understand these kinds of things happen, 
there’s something that was swept under the rug.” 

“You don’t know what you're talking about.” 

“Uh-huh. Then why aren’t you a cop any longer?” 


Michael opened his mouth and then looked away. “It’s 
complicated.” 

“I bet. l'II give you the same damn advice you gave to 
me. Talk to me. Obviously you need to talk to someone. 
Trust me | know what I’m talking about.” From the minute he 
entered the hospital after his last moment with Zeke and 
the screaming battles and the abuse he was a Shell of a 
man. The only thing that dragged him back from hell was a 
wonderful doctor who spent hours talking him down from his 
personal ledge. “I’m not here to judge you if that’s what 
you're thinking.” 

“I’ve had enough of that to last me a lifetime,” Michael 
snorted. He stole a glance at Simon and closed his eyes. 
“Sam was my partner. We’d just finished some grueling 
cases involving assault and | tell you what | was having 
more trouble dealing with every damning new case. | didn’t 
realize my behavior was changing, becoming more and 
more aggravated, at the time. You know how men can be 
and add in the fact | was a cop and well things got out of 
control.” 

“Yeah. | bet they could.” 

Michael sighed and looked away. “I started not being 
able to sleep or eat well and of course that affected my life 
with Drew. I’ve always kept things buried inside. Drew would 
ask me what was wrong and after awhile | couldn’t re-think 
the horrors I’d seen so | hid in a bottle.” 

“| can understand. | couldn’t do what you do,” Simon 
said quietly as he gazed at Michael’s trembling hand. 

“Yeah falling deep into a bottle helped at first too. | 
enjoyed feeling no pain but as you can imagine, the need 
grew and | started taking more and more to dull the feelings 
after awhile.” 

“How much were you drinking?” 

“Hard to say. Drew started noticing and nagging me 
about it and that’s when | started hiding when and how 
much from everybody. | guess including myself.” 


Simon rubbed his eyes and suddenly craved a drink. 
“Doesn't the department have psychologist on staff?” 

“Hell yeah and when Sam started noticing he asked me 
to go see one. Asked? Hell he finally told me to go or he was 
going to report me.” 

“Report you? For drinking on your own time?” 

Michael turned his head toward Simon, his eyes filled 
with tears. “On the job.” 

As the information sunk in Simon reached out and took 
Michael’s hand. “What happened?” 

“It wasn’t bad at first. | just did right before the shift 
ended but then things got out of hand. We had a really bad 
case involving a couple of kids and their step father who not 
only beat them but...” Michael’s voice cracked. 

“Oh Michael.” Simon inched closer and wrapped his arm 
around Michael. How the hell could people be so cruel? 

Wiping his eyes Michael nodded aimlessly. “The asshole 
put the kids on a barbecue. They were barely two years old 
and they were burned so badly that they just wouldn’t stop 
screaming. When we got there the neighbors actually beat 
the guy and | swear to you it was all | could do not to finish 
the job.” 

“Fuck!” 

“Yeah and would you believe he got off with a slap on 
his wrist? | think | slowly left my sanity at the man’s door. | 
couldn’t stop the drinking and the over indulgence was 
starting to interfere at work. Of course Sam knew and at 
first hid things from me but the heavy drinking and the lying 
got to the point both our jobs were on the line.” Tipping his 
head back Michael hissed. “On the day that I...on the day of 
the accident | had been drinking that morning and while | 
tried hiding what | was doing by drinking vodka of course 
Sam knew | was drunk. We had a case to go to and | insisted 
on driving. He tried to get me to stop and we were...we 
were...” Tears trickled down Michael’s face. He shivered and 
wiped them away furiously. 


Everything seemed to be in a vacuum and Simon had no 
idea what to say. So much pain. So much torture. “Michael. 
Oh Michael.” 

“I um...was so angry that I... wasn’t watching and had 
my foot on the gas boy. | sure as shit did. By the time Sam 
yelled for me to stop it was too late. | didn’t see him. The 
little boy just came out of nowhere. | was...| was...| was 
drunk when | hit him. Oh God! | killed him | killed that little 
boy!” Sobbing, Michael dropped his head as his body shook 
violently. “I killed him.” 

Simon sucked in his breath as tears fell and while he 
tried to figure out what to say he couldn’t. There was 
nothing he could do to take away the pain. So he simply 
held the man he cared about and tried to imagine the 
horror. “I’m sorry.” He was so lost in his own ugliness he 
simply didn’t have the understanding of how to help his 
friend. His entire life was wrapped up in his own past, 
forgetting others were barely hanging on to both life and 
sometimes humanity. He was fucking pathetic. “I’m here.” 

Minutes later Michael sniffed and coughed. “Yeah. Well, 
the accident, the murder was all my fault. The EMT’s said 
the boy died on impact. The department did the best they 
could do to keep my indiscretions out of the press but the 
damage was done. Internal Affairs had my ass cooked within 
a week. There were no second chances. For a while | hid 
behind everything with anger and started taking it out on 
Drew. One thing led to another and we had a terrible fight. | 
said some things to him in a rage and that was all he could 
take. | don’t blame him. | was out of control.” 

“First of all what happened was an accident. And didn’t 
Drew understand how difficult it was on you?” 

“Sure, but | was no longer the man he fell in love with. 
He couldn’t take my particular brand of treachery or so he 
told me the moment he walked out of the door and out of 
my life.” 

“What did you do?” Simon asked quietly. 


“Do? Fell into a bottle or fifty for about two weeks. And 
then one day | got up and smashed everything in the house 
and made a promise that | was never going down that road 
again.” 

“I’m proud of you for facing your demons.” 

Laughing, Michael stood slowly and walked to the 
window. “You know all my demons. It’s something | have to 
live with every day. | refuse to allow my old fears to interfere 
with this case. So | need to know some things. You have to 
be truthful with me. You just have to be.” 

Simon folded his arms and leaned back on the sofa. 
“Okay. You want to know why | beat the crap out of a man?” 

“That too but let’s start easy. | Know you weren’t at work 
given your earlier phone call so where were you this 
morning.” Michael turned slowly and stared at Simon. 

“That sounds an awful lot like an accusation.” 

“I need to know. Some things are happening, Simon.” 

“Things. Okay. | went for a drive to clear my head. After | 
found out about you | was pissed. | was more than pissed so 
| went for a drive. What happened?” 

“Let me ask the questions. You didn’t go over and see 
Tina Young?” 

“No, |...” 

“Simon. If you did something to her | don’t Know what | 
can do to help you. Do you understand?” 

Simon exhaled slowly and calmed his nerves. “You really 
think | would do that?” 

“No, | don’t but | have to ask. Did you see her?” 

“Okay. All right. | started to drive over there but 
something stopped. Hell, it was early. | don’t know. | wanted 
to know why she’d lie but | kept thinking about the fact she 
was coerced in some way. She was so damn frightened and 
kept muttering about a new life somewhere far away. Why 
are you asking me this?” 

Michael studied him before he spoke. “Well, let’s just 
say she got her wish. Someone forced her out of her house. 


She’s gone.” 

Simon jerked to his feet. “What? She’s one of the only 
connections.” Jesus Christ what the hell is going on? “My 
God he wants everything. Why? What the hell did | do to 
him?” 

“Correction she was the only remaining connection.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“That means that Maria is on an extended vacation. Did 
you know she was going?” 

“No. She didn’t say anything. | didn’t know her that well 
but she would have had to know that...” Simon shivered. 
“Chad paid her to go. | bet he did. Where’s Tina? Did Chad 
take her?” 

“The description is sketchy but the police are checking 
out the story. My guess is that game is getting ready to go 
into the final stages. | don’t like this at all. This is more than 
a shake down, Simon. You told me he called to taunt you. 
Why? What does he want?” 

“| don’t know.” He had to look away. Simon had a 
terrible feeling in the pit of his stomach. 

“| need to get something out of the car.” Michael 
headed for the door. He stopped and glanced over his 
Shoulder. “You have to understand something. Detective 
Masterson knows about your record. You had to know he’d 
find out. The bad thing is | have a feeling your conviction 
might have to do with more than you realize.” 

A shiver raced down Simon’s spine as he watched 
Michael walk out the door. What if Michael was right? “What 
are you trying to tell me, Chad? What?” He replayed the 
conversation in his head and groaned. 

The Private dickhead you hired isn’t who you think he is. 
| suggest you look into his background. By the way, how’s 
life in the poor house? Liking it as much as I did? 

Simon bristled. What was the asshole insinuating? 

“Who is Charles Buckley?” 


Hearing the asshole’s name jarred him out of his private 
hell and into the real one. “Why?” 

“Because | think there’s more to the story of why you 
beat up a prominent politician than just simple dislike.” 
Michael lifted his arm and held out a stuffed animal. 

His heart racing Simon couldn’t focus. Blinking furiously 
he stumbled forward. “Where...did you...get that?” He could 
hear her little cries and her laughter and how much she 
loved the fluffy. “Oh God. I’m going to be sick.” 

“It’s Ashley’s?” 

“Yes.” Throwing his hand over his mouth he gulped. 
Everything in his life was a lie. “She was in on this. Oh God.” 

“Who is Charles Buckley?” 

Every part of his body was shaking and Simon could 
barely think. “Why?” As his stomach regurgitated he knew 
he was going to lose it. He raced to the bathroom and 
dropped to the floor just before he threw up bile and the 
remnants of bitter coffee. 

Michael sighed as he entered the bathroom. Grabbing a 
towel off the holder he turned on the water. “You’re going to 
have to help me here. I’m going to venture a guess. Is he 
your stepfather?” 

The dry heaves continued for several minutes and as 
Michael lifted his hair and placed the cool towel on the back 
of his neck he closed his eyes. When the episode was over 
he wiped his mouth and eased back from the toilet resting 
his back against the tub. “Yes. He is or was one of the most 
homophobic asshole freaks I’ve ever met in my life. Not only 
did he do everything in Georgia to make homosexual acts 
illegal by sponsoring bill after bill, but he honest to God set 
up a series of hate crimes in a way.” 

“Meaning?” 

“When his bills didn’t past a lot of bad things happened 
with some rogue good ole boys in some of the smaller 
towns. It was a bad time to be a gay man in the state.” 
Simon struggled to his feet. 


“Did he know you were gay?” 

“No. Hell, he probably suspected but he never said 
anything and | wasn’t sure of who or what | was. The kids at 
school kept me from being open. It wasn’t like we were 
close.” 

“Interesting he pressed charges.” 

Simon sighed and grabbed his toothbrush thinking as he 
brushed his teeth. Secrets and lies. “I turned myself in.” 

Michael raised his eyebrows. “Interesting. Well, there’s a 
connection here.” 

“What do you mean?” Simon leaned over the sink and 
flushed his face with water. Grabbing the towel from around 
his neck he wiped his face. 

“When Sam told me the name this morning | knew I'd 
heard it seen it before.” 

“He was all over the news. Never could figure out why 
he married my mother. He owned half of Georgia and the 
half he didn’t own he controlled.” 

Michael wrapped his hand around Simon’s arm. “That’s 
not it. His name is on a plaque at Edwins Financial and you 
damn well know that can’t be coincidental.” 

As Simon lifted his head and gazed into Michael’s eyes 
he knew everything with Chad had much more to do with 
the dead man than anything else. Dear God. Why hadn’t he 
seen it? “What do we do now?” 

“We nothing. Did you call the bank?” 

“| left a message. | haven’t heard anything.” 

“Stay put just for a little while. I’m going to have a chat 
with someone at Edwins and I’m going to see what they find 
out about Tina’s disappearance. Now that you’ve identified 
the stuffed toy as Ashley’s we can really put out something. 
You think Chad would go to Seattle to find his brother?” 

“That’s where that long distance number was from that | 
found but | just got an answering machine.” 

“Shit! That’s great. | was going to call myself. Good 
thinking. But don’t tip your hand then if his brother calls. 


Just try to get him to talk and listen for any clues about if he 
has seen or talked to him. That way | can get Sam to find 
him and trace the number. l'Il be back later. This is coming 
together. Nothing is pretty but we’re going to get the fucker, 
one way or the other.” 

“I need to go see my client and then I'll be back.” 
Somehow Simon believed him. 

Michael nodded. “Okay. Just keep your phone close and 
call me if you hear from the asshole again or if you hear 
from his brother. | think l'II be making a trip to Seattle.” 

“PIL let you know.” 

“You know | care a lot about you and | know it sounds 
crazy but | don’t want anything to happen to you. Honestly, 
| want to see you happy again and I'm going to admit 
something to you. Knowing about Ashley | almost took a 
drink the other day. I’m so glad | didn’t. When this is over, 
and it will be over, | would really like to get to know you 
better. If that’s something you want?” 

Without a doubt Michael’s solemn yet hopeful look 
almost drove Simon over the edge. Could he ever learn to 
give a shit again? “I’d like that too.” Turning slowly, he 
wrapped his arms around Michael and pulled him into the 
heat of his body. As he brushed his lips across Michael’s his 
heart thumped raggedly. The taste of him electrified every 
cell in his body and as the kiss became a sweet reminder of 
two lives once led he made up his mind what he had to do. 
Breaking the kiss he palmed Michael’s chest, kneading his 
Shirt as he tried to smile. “Very much so.” 

Michael smiled and rubbed Simon’s cheek. “Back later.” 

“Did | tell you what Chad said to me when he called? | 
think that’s the worst part.” 

“No. What?” 

Simon brushed his hand through his hair. “He told me he 
was done.” 

“Simon. We we’re through with him | promise you he'll 
be done forever. Keep the faith.” 


Simon watched him walk out of the bathroom and 
realized he’d been holding his breath. “Yes it is coming 
together.” And he knew exactly what he had to do. There 
wasn’t going to be a next time. 

He waited until Michael’s car pulled away before 
grabbing the bunny and holding the stuffed lifeline as the 
tears fell. Tamping back his emotions he grabbed his phone. 
“Ray Sheffield please. It’s Simon Preston.” This was 
something he had to do. 

“Simon. I’m so glad you called.” 

“Ray. May | be direct with you?” 

“Absolutely. What do you need?” 
Simon exhaled slowly. “I need a favor and it’s a lot 
to ask. Can | come over and see you?” 

“Why of course.” 

As Simon walked toward the door, the stuffed bunny in 
hand, he sighed. “Going to get you back, Ashley. | promise 
you you'll see your little buddy soon.” Sadness swept 
through his body as he walked outside. This was going to be 
the best decision of his life and one that he hoped he could 
live with, if for no other reason than Ashley’s sake. 

Walking into the bedroom he glared at his closet for 
what had to be five full minutes before he opened the door 
and scanning the contents, barely focusing. He was numb 
inside and out. This was too much to deal with but he had to 
and he knew it. As he jerked out several boxes, tossing them 
onto the floor, he finally found the one he was looking for. 
Taking a deep breath Simon eased it off gingerly and 
swallowed hard. He slowly sauntered back into the kitchen 
and set the box down. 

As he moved toward the cabinet and pulled out a bottle 
of tequila he thought about the irony of what he was doing. 
Twisting the top he jerked out a small rocks glass and 
poured a two-fingered shot. He shook his head and thought 
about Michael longing to have the man by his side and yet 
he knew it wasn’t s good idea. He’d only drag Michael back 


into his private hell. Downing the entire contents he put the 
glass down gingerly resisting the urge to toss the tumbler 
across the room. 

For some reason he said a silent prayer to a God he 
certainly didn’t believe in and opened the top of the box 
almost laughing at what Michael would think. As he pulled 
out the gun admired the beautiful piece purchased with a 
fake name from a pawnshop. After all he was a criminal. 
Wasn't he? Holding the piece out he pulled the trigger. 
“Michael, I’m sorry and Chad, you’re absolutely right. I’m 
done.” 


Chapter Eight 


Michael knew in the back of his mind that the asshole at 
Edwins was hiding something but there was no time to play 
the game. He was going right to the source. His instinct was 
now working overtime. Thomas Edwins was easy enough to 
find in the phone book. He lived in one of the better sections 
of town in a gated community association. Pulling up to the 
gatehouse he slipped on his dark shades and pushed the 
button for the window. As the glass rolled down slowly, he 
took the opportunity to scrutinize the security. 

“Can | help you sir?” The guard asked as he leaned over 
and scanned the interior of Michael’s car. 

“Here to see Thomas Edwins. I’m Michael Dayton.” 

“Is he expecting you?’ The guard pulled out a clipboard 
and looked down the sheet. “You're not on the list.” 

Michael flashed his identification knowing from a 
distance it looked similar to what he carried before. “Police 
business.” 

“Oh, yes sir. Go to the second street and turn right. He’s 
all the way down at the end.” 

“Thank you.” As he drove away and rolled up his 
window he couldn’t help but cringe. He’d just added 
impersonating a police officer to the list of what he knew 
would be charges against him. It had to be done. The 
looming house in the distance was nothing short of a 
mansion on steroids. Granted all the houses in the 
neighborhood were completely upscale but this one was 
incredible. Between the stone and iron work and the 
expansive manicured lawn it was magnificent. 

“Must be nice to have money.” He pulled into the 
driveway and stopped the car. As he climbed out the front 
door opened and a very distinguished looked older 
gentleman stood with his hands in his pockets glaring at 
Michael. Of course the guard had called. “Mr. Edwins?” 

“You must be here about Chad Murphy?” 


“Lam. Can I take a few minutes of your time?” 

Mr. Edwins raised his eyebrow, a curious look crossing 
his face. “I shouldn’t given the fact you aren’t who you say 
you are, Mr. Dayton but | understand that Chad has created 
a nightmare for others and not just involving my firm.” His 
eyes twinkling he held open the door. 

Michael shook his head. “Yes, sir. He has and | didn’t 
think you’d be up front to talk to me.” 

“If you’d pulled this stunt two weeks ago I'd have you 
arrested but I’ve come to terms with my mistakes and the 
fact that I’m part to blame with this. Drink, son?” 

“No, sir but thank you and what do you mean you're to 
blame for this?” 

“I’ve done some things in my life I’m not proud of and 
they always come back to bite you. | can tell you that.” 
Thomas walked to an expansive bar and grabbed a rocks 
glass. Filling it with a dark liquid he swirled the alcohol in the 
glass and took a long sip. 

“I know what you mean, sir. | think we all had those. Is 
that the reason you took a leave of absence?” 

Thomas chuckled. “I guess my employees don’t keep 
very good secrets.” 

“In truth | was doing a bit of strong arming.” 

“And judging by the way you got around the gatehouse 
guard I'd say you’re pretty good at that very thing. We pay 
the boys a hefty amount of money to keep our anonymity. 
To answer your question | was having chest pains given 
what the firm was facing and my wife insisted | leave. My 
departure was probably better anyway because | was ready 
to kill the kid. That is until | figured out what the fuck the 
guy wanted. | swear | should have known.” 

“Should have known.Hmmm... So Chad was 
blackmailing you for some reason?” 

Thomas laughed and took a gulp of his drink. 
“Unfortunately he knew one too many dirty secrets so pick 
which one.” 


“Did you call his bluff?” 

“You know the kid was really awesome in the beginning. 
Business was down given the economy and he really rallied 
to get us some numbers. He was like a Godsend. | also 
adored him. He reminded me of the son | never had. How 
ironic when | found out. What a damn fool | was. To answer 
your question, yes | did. And he really pulled out the stops. 
Knew exactly what to do to stop me in my tracks for a little 
while.” 

“What did he do?” The hairs on the back of Michael’s 
neck stood up. 

“Told my wife about my affairs for one thing. Hell, even 
gave her the address of one of them. | don’t know why. Then 
the threats really began. | should have known who he was 
but | was so fucking arrogant thinking | was better than 
everyone else. | did this to myself. Now I’m alone. Thank 
God he left. | didn’t need to fire him. You know what the 
bastard did to me? He fucking came here to my house after 
all the hell he created for me and my life and stood with a 
shit eating grin on his face and he simply told me we were 
done.” 

Michael’s blood chilled. He was ready to ask the 
damning question when his phone rang. He ignored the call. 
“Interesting word.” 

“The crazy thing is | should have recognized him but he 
looked so damn different and it had been long enough. | 
don’t know.” 

Recognized him? His phone buzzed again. “Hold on for 
just a second.” Seeing Mary’s number pop up he had a bad 
feeling. “Hey Mary. I’m in a meeting...” 

“What did you do to Simon?” 

“What do you mean do to Simon? We talked and things 
are starting to make sense. Why?” He could tell she was 
close to hysteria. 

“Because he told me goodbye. He fucking told me 
goodbye!” 


“Hold on. What the hell are you talking about?” 

“I think he’s lost it. No, | know he’s lost it and I’m 
worried. He won’t return my calls and I’m sitting at his 
house now. There’s no car here. Nothing. He locked down 
everything but I’m so afraid.” 

“Just calm down. He told me he had to go to the office. 
He had a meeting with a client.” 

“No. You don’t understand. | know that tone in his voice 
too well. | Know the ugly darkness in him. That’s the tone he 
used when he...when he tried to commit suicide before.” 

Michael’s heart skipped a beat. “He tried to commit 
suicide? You just told me he was hospitalized.” 

Sobbing openly now Mary screeched. “I’m sorry | didn’t 
tell you. You just don’t understand. Michael, he has a gun.” 

Closing his eyes Michael could see visions flash in front 
of his eyes. For a second he couldn’t see anything but a 
murderous haze. “Listen to me. Call his attorney. What’s his 
name Daniel White?” 

“Yes,” she murmured. 

“Call him and find out if he’s heard anything from 
Simon. Call his work for me and find out if they’ve seen him 
and them call me back. Okay?” He heard Thomas choking 
and looked to see that the man was white as a ghost. 

“Okay. This just can’t be happening again,” Mary 
whimpered. 

“It’s almost over, Mary. We'll find him. | promise you.” 
Ending the call he pushed back the building rage and turned 
to face Thomas. 

“Daniel White?” 

Cocking his head Michael could see clear recognition in 
the man’s eyes. “You know him?” 

“Yeah. We go way back.” 

Now it was time to pull out all the stops. Let me cut 
through the bullshit here because | have a man, my client, 
who's lost a lover and a child and his life in unraveling. I’m 
going to guess that Charles Buckley is an old friend of yours 


as well and that one of the women you were having an affair 
with is Tina Young. | think you spent a lot of time with her 
and even had clothes there as well. I’m also going to guess 
that Chad, and | have no doubt that’s not his real name, 
found out about Tina and was blackmailing you both in 
order to enact a particular nasty game of revenge. How am | 
doing so far?” He didn’t need an answer to tell him he was 
right but Michael stood quietly as he narrowed his eyes. 
Michael would almost bet the neighbor had seen the 
particular screaming battle involving Thomas and his 
estranged wife. 

His hand shaking Thomas refilled the glass and took a 
drink, visibly trying to calm his nerves. “That’s on one level, 
yes.” 

“| don’t have time for any more games, Mr. Edwins. I’m 
afraid my client’s life may be in danger. Who is Charles 
Buckley and Daniel White to you?” 

Stumbling forward Thomas fell against the edge of the 
bar. He brushed his hand through his hair. “Dear God. l... 
Fuck.” 

“Talk!” 

“Fine! Charlie, Danny and | grew up together in Georgia. 
We were like the three amigos. We even went to college 
together. We remained close for a long time. | moved up 
here right after Charlie passed away. Why didn’t | get it? 
Danny followed soon after that. Good men and good 
friends.” 

“And?” 

“And | betrayed my friend. | betrayed Charlie a long time 
ago. | thought it was water under the bridge but it came 
back to bite me in the ass.” 

“Go on,” Michael said through clenched teeth. 

Tipping his head back Thomas snarled as he rubbed his 
face. “Chad found out and wanted to ruin me. Tina was just 
the warm up. When she stopped coming around | confronted 


him and things got ugly. | already had started receiving calls 
from a couple of my clients.” 

“So you swept the whole thing under the rug and 
invoked an insurance claim.” This was getting damn good. 

Snapping his head Thomas was shocked. “Yeah. | had no 
other choice. Trust me. | had no other choice. Chad knew too 
many things about my firm and Danny and...and the money 
that.” 

“Wait a minute. You were stealing from your clients all 
along. Weren’t you?” Holy shit! No, this was amazing. 

“Yeah. | had no idea Chad knew. | was so incensed about 
the entire situation that | called the cops so blinded by my 
own arrogance,” Thomas growled and pounded the top of 
the bar. 

“And Danny helped you put it to bed with the cops. 
Didn’t he?” 

Thomas shook his head. “It helps when you've done 
favors by boosting up court dates in order to make the 
department look good. Danny is also very close with the 
Sergeant there. | don’t know the details. | swear to God | 
didn’t know anything until recently. Danny just said he found 
a way to quiet everything down. | know | was stupid to 
believe him but | had my life and my... Hell.” 

“Christ! All this to frame you for money?” 

Thomas looked down and exhaled slowly. 

“There’s more?” Michael hissed. As the man hesitated 
he snapped. “Tell me!” 

Slowly Thomas lifted his head. “Not just that. Chad 
blamed me for everything including the betrayal.” 

“What did he care?” 

Thomas smiled as his body began to shake. “I hired a 
man | thought was simply an advisor. It wasn’t until the end 
that he admitted who he was. When | left the boy was just a 
boy and that’s why I didn’t recognize him. He also disguised 
himself, new hair color and everything but | should have 


known in my gut. How does a man not know? Christ | should 
have come clean with him.” 

“| don’t understand what you’ve trying to say.” Michael 
shivered. What was he saying? 

“Chad Murphy is really Charles Buckley, Junior but 
that’s not all. See, | had an affair with Charlie’s wife a very 
long time ago.” 

As Thomas began to tell his story Michael began 
Shaking. 
“Oh fuck!” 


KKK 


“Mary! Did you find him?” Michael tried to calm his 
raging nerves. As he blinked furiously, concentrating on 
driving, he could tell Mary was as over the edge as he was. 

“He’s not at the office but his assistant did say he has 
an appointment with the firm they just signed a contract 
with,” Mary said, her voice quaking. 

“Do you know where that is?” 

“No. I have her number, Megan, if you want to talk to 
“I do. Did you get a hold of Daniel White?” Michael 
shook his head over and over again. The news couldn’t be 
any more damning. Rubbing his finger back and forth across 
the seam of his mouth, he didn’t think that Simon had any 
idea what the truth was behind the mystery. 

“Message. | don’t like this. Did you find out anything?” 

“Mary, you’re going to have to trust me. Do you know 
where Daniel White’s office is?” 

“Yeah, why?” 

Michael shivered to the core. “Because he’s the last 
piece of the puzzle.” As she gave him the address, he had to 
do everything to bite back his building rage and his cop’s 
instinct told him there was much more to the wretched 
story. 


her. 


He found the office easily enough. The gleaming 
building stood as a beacon of truth in the middle of a 
ravaged downtown. Some truth. Michael parked and as he 
entered the building, teeming with activity, he glanced at 
the board listing the offices. Of course, the top floor. 
Heading for the elevator he listened to the myriad of 
conversations from men and women going about their 
everyday lives and for some reason Michael remained in a 
fog. Was Simon really suicidal or was he planning something 
far worse? No wonder Charlie boy was taunting Simon. 

The ping of the elevator meeting its destination dragged 
him out of his thoughts. As the doors opened he plastered a 
grin on his face. Daniel White’s firm had the entire top floor. 

“May | help you sir?” 

“Is Daniel White in?” 

“No, he’s in court today and...” 

Michael shifted his eyes as Daniel walked down the hall. 
“That’s all right. l'Il take it from here. Mr. White. Just the 
person | was looking for.” 

As Daniel turned around he smiled at first and then 
seeing Michael simply nodded. “I received Mary’s message 
about Michael. Let’s talk. Need to try and help the boy even 
is he has to be hospitalized again.” 

“Good and so glad you care about Simon because | have 
several questions for you.” Michael couldn’t keep the 
disdain from his voice. 

Daniel ushered Michael into his office and closed the 
door. “How bad off is he?” 

“He’s certainly been better but in truth at least he 
doesn’t know that everyone in his life pretty much has been 
lying to him.” 

Daniel narrowed his eyes. “What are you implying?” 

Walking to the window Michael stood staring out into the 
bright sky. “I heard about the boys club you have or had 
with Charles Buckley and Thomas Edwins.” He allowed the 
information to sink in before turning to stare at Daniel who 


stood silently, his face ashen. “I pretty much have 
everything down including the fact that Chad Murphy, who 
was born Charles Barkley junior is really the son of Thomas 
Edwins based on an affair that Thomas had and you helped 
cover up for years. And that’s just part one of the little boy’s 
club full of secrets.” Raising his eyebrow he sniffed seeing 
the shock on Daniel’s face. 

Daniel quickly masked his emotions and walked behind 
his desk. “You only think you know what you're talking 
about.” 

“That may be the case which is why I’m here. What you 
may or may not have picked up on is that Chad Murphy 
planned a moment of revenge against the dead man he 
believes to be his father and his father’s best buddies.” 

Sighing, Daniel shook his head. “The boy | knew as 
Charles junior isn’t capable of doing anything like this. He 
was sweet and loving as a boy.” 

Michael chuckled. “Well, people change given what they 
have to face. You know, I’ve been thinking about this on the 
drive over here and there are really some pieces that just 
don’t fit well together. | can understand if let’s say over the 
past few years Chad, as we'll call him, found out more 
details about the affair his mother had and would be very 
angry. He probably figured that’s what drove his father into 
the arms of another woman. | can even possibly accept the 
fact that the boy, now a man decided to come and try and 
ruin at minimum Thomas’ life, which he’s done a damn good 
job of. Somehow I’m having a lot of trouble putting the rest 
of this crazy puzzle together. | really need your help here.” 

“| don’t know what you think | can do. Yes, did | know 
that Thomas had an affair with Jenny? Thomas came to me 
not long after they broke it off mortified at his behavior. He 
even told Charlie and it was tense for a few years, don’t get 
me wrong but eventually Charlie forgave Tom. That’s really 
the last | heard about the indiscretions. | had no idea that 
little Charlie found out anything.” 


While the words were said with strong conviction Daniel 
turned away and Michael caught the haunted look. “Hmmm. 
Okay. Then why is Chad here? Why did he decide to turn 
Thomas’ life into a living hell including use Thomas’ latest 
conquest as the surrogate mother to give Simon a child?” It 
was time to lower one of the booms. “Oh and | know that 
Charles Buckley is Simon’s step father. | know that Simon 
beat the man to the point the kid was arrested and spent 
time behind bars. | also Know the poor kid was tried as an 
adult. That’s why he pulled jail time and that Simon wanted 
to do the right thing so he turned himself in. Doesn’t all that 
seem very odd to you?” 

Daniel exhaled slowly before rubbing his eyes. “I didn’t 
have any idea Thomas was sleeping with the girl.” 

“Until?” 

“Until recently. Thomas had to tell me everything when 
Chad threatened to expose him about his clients and after 
Chad spilled the beans in front of Tommy’s wife. It was a 
fucking mess.” 

“Oh, | bet. To shut Chad up Thomas allowed the kid to 
keep the money, almost like another round of blood money. 
So you helped in a sense get rid of certain evidence and 
convinced the police to sweep every scrap of the ugly mess 
all away. Tell me, is it getting warm in here? Sizzling?” 
Michael asked. He could easily tell he had the man. 

“Fine! | had to. Chad knew too many things and enough 
so we could have all been ruined.” 

“Oh whoa is me. The truth is that you all broke the law 
in an effort to save the reputation of a dead man. How the 
fuck can you live with yourselves?” 

Walking away from his desk Daniel dropped his head 
and swayed back and forth. “Do you have any idea how 
powerful the Buckley family continues to be in the state of 
Georgia?” 

“No, but you’re going to tell me.” But if Charles was 
dead, how powerful could they be? 


“Even after Charlie’s death the rest of his family has 
continued in a sense his legacy hoping that Charlie junior 
would take his father’s place in politics. Unfortunately 
Charlie doesn’t seem to have the stomach for the certain 
aspects of his father’s platform that Charles did. Hell, the 
kid traveled the country and refused to be a part of his 
father’s life for years. We all lost track of him. Charles also 
never pushed little Charlie. We used to talk about it but 
Charles just let it go.” 

“Ah. That would be because Charles knew his son was 
gay so one certainly couldn’t have a gay son supporting 
banning gay rights, now could he?” Michael snorted. What a 
fucking mess this was turning out to be. 

“You just don’t understand.” 

Michael palmed the glass. “That’s where you’re wrong. 
You were always Charles’ attorney, correct?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then you helped with the will situation when Charles 
married Simon’s mother?” 

Daniel clucked but nodded. “Yeah. | told him flat out his 
thought wasn’t the best idea but he insisted. See Charles 
wanted some legacy he thought he could have with 
grandchildren and a big family for the fucking Christmas 
card persona the guy knew middle America needed. They 
could take a few indiscretions with other woman.” 

“Of course.What’s a few affairs among friends?” Michael 
laughed. How many secrets did this family have? 

Daniel gave him a harsh look. “Happens more than you 
think, son. Charles wasn’t proud of his needs but he had 
them.” 

“Ah, so Simon’s mother was simply another conquest?” 

“She was...she was special to Charles. | know that 
sounds crazy given what I’ve just told you, but in some ways 
| think she was the love of his life,” Daniel breathed. 

“So that’s what you do with the women you love dearly, 
you beat the shit out of them on a regular basis. Un-fucking 


believable the arrogance.” 

“Don’t you dare go judging us!” Daniel exclaimed as he 
pointed a shaking finger at Michael but yanked it back, his 
face filling with horror. 

“Us.Of course. You were smack in the middle of this.” 

“I told you | thought the inheritance was a bad idea.” 

“But you could understand that he might be feeling 
guilty about beating up a woman and having a gay son with 
another?” 

“But Simon’s gay,” Daniel said as he narrowed his eyes. 

“The truth is that Charles never knew for sure. See in 
Georgia it’s not a good thing to be a gay boy. Simon hid his 
sexual preference from his stepfather.” Michael could see 
real surprise cross the man’s face. “Hmmm. Interesting. So 
if Chad or little Charlie found out about his mother’s affair 
then he probably would have figured out who Simon was 
even though Simon ran away from the abusive life after his 
mother committed suicide. Unless you told Charlie. After all 
four million dollars is a lot of money. Tell me, is there a trust 
fund set up for Charles junior or did the asshole take away 
the rest from his son?” 

“Shit. You just don’t understand.” Daniel opened and 
closed his mouth. “Charles junior did receive an inheritance 
but it wasn’t nearly the amount Simon received. You see by 
that point Charlie had all but cut the ties with his wife and 
with Charles junior. There is a frozen account but Charlie 
junior can’t and won’t have rights to the funds. The account 
is set up for Charlie’s mother for her care.” 

“Oh really? The least he could do for running off with 
another women.” Michael walked closer. Why did he feel 
there was a but in the middle of this? There was something 
the man was hiding. “Now how could a father do that do his 
flesh and blood son? | mean | understand the boy was and is 
gay, but for that to happen after all he and Chad’s mother 
put him through is just simply cruel. Don’t you agree with 
me?” 


“Charlie had his good sides but he was tortured inside.” 

Michael snorted. “And you think there’s a single person 
that doesn’t hide behind something?” 

“You mean like the fact you ran over a boy after you’d 
been drinking on the job and set up a scholarship for the 
kid’s twin brother? You mean like that?” 

Snapping his head around, Michael resisted the urge to 
break the man’s neck. He swallowed hard as he clenched 
his fists. 

“I do check up on the people investigating my clients. | 
knew of your reputation as a cop. You were out of control.” 

His heart beating rapidly Michael nodded. “I'll pay my 
dues and live in my private horror for the rest of my life as 
will you. What we're talking about is a man who is probably 
going to either kill himself or someone else and | can guess 
who that someone else is. So if you don’t want to have 
additional shit on your hands | need to know every bit of 
what we're dealing with. Do you hear me?” 

Daniel tilted his head and glared at Michael. “I don’t 
know anything.” 

Taking a stab in the dark Michael grinned. “I’m taking 
another guess Chad hid his identity from you for awhile as 
well but you were the one who leaked information about the 
account, where it was and all the details you knew to Chad. 
Weren't you? That was his blackmail effort to you? I’m also 
going to venture a guess that you did know all about the 
adoption and helped in a sense with some legal matters 
around the details. Whether or not you know the name of 
the woman or her involvement and ultimate position you 
helped. See, Chad played this very well. He got lucky in that 
Tina Young is a nurse and right now the police are checking 
on her place of employment but my guess is that they’re 
going to find out that she was able to substitute all kinds of 
records. | have to wonder about the surrogacy and whether 
that’s also a lie.” 

“Meaning?” 


“Perhaps there is no surrogate father and perhaps Chad 
found that out. Just another reason to have him pissed. Why 
would Chad give a shit whether it appeared he had a child 
or not? Hmmm... What a ponder.” 

Daniel looked down and said nothing. 

“Damn it! You know why. Was there some little sick 
game that if Chad had a family then he could have access to 
the money?” The incredulous look on Daniel’s face enraged 
him. “Oh shit! What the hell did Simon fall into the middle 
of? Was Chad so bent on revenge that he couldn’t suck it up 
and get a girl pregnant just to make daddy happy and 
proud?” 

“Charlie junior can’t have kids.” Looking away Daniel 
closed his eyes. 

“What? What did you say?” A flash of electricity jolted 
Michael’s system. “Dare | ask why?” 

When Daniel looked up he had tears in his eyes. “It was 
Charlie’s fault. He found little Charlie with a man when the 
boy was a little over sixteen and beat the kid badly enough 
he can’t have kids. | won’t tell you the details. | refuse.” 

“No wonder the kid left and is pissed.” Stunned, Michael 
stood blinking as the information settled in. “So a boy who 
Chad didn’t know had everything Chad ever wanted, a 
loving father, money and a possible future only Chad didn’t 
know how much Simon hated the man or the blood money. 
Chad exacted revenge based on what the three men did and 
he’s taking his rage and revenge out on Simon.” 

“Thomas and | aren’t to blame here. We’re not.” 

“Oh you don’t think so?” Michael closed the distance 
until they were only inches apart. Glaring down into Daniel’s 
eyes he could sense fear. “Tell me, Daniel. | wonder when 
Charles found out Charlie wasn’t his son. | bet you kept that 
a secret for a while. Didn’t you?” Oh the glint in the man’s 
eyes said so many things. It took everything he had not to 
beat the living crap out of the man. Instead he sucked in his 
breath and eased away. “Unfortunately | don’t think you 


understand how unstable Simon might be because of this. 
You don’t know what Simon’s stepfather did. Chad has been 
taunting Simon so my guess is that Chad wants to end the 
bad string and what | don’t think Chad knows is that Thomas 
is his father. | think that’s one big secret you’re all keeping 
from him. Isn’t it?” 

Daniel’s face grew beat read and he sucked in his 
breath. “As much as | hate to say this. Now it all makes 
sense.” 

The reaction was too weird. “Thank God? What the hell 
am | missing?” 

“I’m not proud of what | did but | thought the decision 
was best for everyone. We all did. You have to believe me.” 
As Daniel walked to his desk and flipped through files on his 
computer, finally snagging a piece of paper and scribbling, 
he let out a long breath. He handed the crumpled note to 
Michael and nodded. “There’s one more piece of the 
puzzle.” 


kkk 


The humid air caught Simon by surprise. Someone he’d 
forgotten. He breathed in as he gazed into the sky, the 
rolling clouds indicating a storm soon enough. Licking his 
lips he stood silently collecting his thoughts. There was no 
doubt he was grateful for Ray Sheffield’s help. Given his 
limited funds he certainly wouldn’t have been able to make 
the decision quickly. Sadly this was the first time in his life 
he felt so terribly lonely. But then again, he’d always been 
alone. At least he could end something that he should have 
seen coming. The wait until nightfall had been excruciating. 
And now he wasn’t certain he could go through with this let 
alone pull off what he had in mind. But damn he had to try. 
No, not try. This was going to happen. There was no doubt it 
was past time to take full control of his life. 


Simon leaned against the car and steeled his nerves as 
he stared at the house. How long had it been since he'd 
been here? He chuckled as he brushed his hand through his 
hair. The irony of his entire life is that somehow his world 
started in Georgia and would end in Georgia. “Well mama, | 
know you never wanted it to come down to this but I'll 
finally end the nightmares.” Unfortunately this wasn’t the 
way his life was supposed to have gone. He pulled out the 
gun and held the piece, simply getting used to the feel of 
the cold steel in his shaking hands. Thank God for private 
planes. No one asked any questions. 

Beads of sweat trickled down his cheek and as he wiped 
them away furiously he controlled his breathing. Just a few 
more minutes to wait and then he’d be able to catch the 
asshole off guard. The taunting phone calls. The clue. Chad 
wanted him here. Chad. Yeah. Why he hadn’t figured out the 
entire scheme was beyond him. Simon placed the gun in the 
small of his back and tugged the light jacket around his 
waist before staring down at the stuffed creature. Seeing 
the matted fur gave him a tremor coursing down his spine. 
God he loved Ashley. 

Granted, he’d stayed away from this part of the family 
but the mere thought he was sleeping with the asshole’s 
son was enough to make him sick as a dog. You can do this. 
You have to save Ashley. And he was prepared to die to do 
so. He waited until the majority of the lights on the first floor 
were turned off before he advanced. The oversized house 
seemed so surreal given what was about to happen. The 
thought gave him a single smile. 

Moving toward the back he was careful where he 
walked. The one aspect he was terrified of was having 
Ashley hurt. If he could find her in the house and take her 
then he’d leave the situation at that. If not, then he’d enact 
the rest of the plan. As a sliver of moon cast an illuminated 
haze across the back of the house, he could clearly see a 
bank of French doors leading out onto the pool and deck 


area. Ah the spoils of having money. Every move careful 
Simon tried the closest door. Locked. The second and third 
were as well but as he heard the click of the one leading 
into the kitchen he grinned and moved inside. 

Simon allowed his eyes to become adjusted to the light. 
Hearing the sounds of the refrigerator and the subtle 
blowing of the air conditioning unit was comforting. He 
padded through the kitchen listening for any voices. There 
were none. While this was the home of Chad’s or Charlie’s 
mother she was elderly and cared for by a series of nurses. 
The little he’d been able to find out on his venture down was 
that the woman had round the clock care. Oh Chad would be 
in his element now basking in the glory of having a child. 
Ray Sheffield had wonderful connections. The Buckley 
family would welcome Charlie back with open arms. He 
would be the next great Georgia politician now that he had 
his made up family. All was fair in family and love, right? 

He couldn’t help but wonder why Tina went along with 
the game plan but he suspected her decision was much 
more about money than anything else. In the end people 
were simply greedy. Holding his breath he moved into the 
hallway and gazed up the long set of stairs. Every step 
deliberate he hugged the wall and moved upstairs, all the 
while looking over his shoulder. When he made it to the top 
of the stairs he stopped and listened and could swear he 
heard little gurgling noises. His heart fluttered and he was 
forced to lean against the wall for fear of falling down the 
Stairs. Licking his dry lips he inched down the darkened 
Space and could see a soft glow coming from under the 
door. 

Simon stopped in front and listened before glancing 
back down the length of the hallway. There was no other 
movement. Saying a silent prayer he opened up the door 
and peered inside. He could just make out a crib in the dim 
lighting. As a smile curled across his lips he moved forward 
and gazed down into an empty bed. Just then the sound of a 


little girl’s giggle came from behind him. Turning slowly, the 
sound of a dark chuckle caught his attention just as his eyes 
focused on the speaker. 

“I’ve been expecting you. Right on time | might add. | 
must admit I’m grateful to know people at the airports and 
train stations.” Chad’s voice came from just inside the door. 

Clenching his eyes shut Simon bristled as he turned 
around. “Chad. Or should | say Charles Buckley junior?” 

Chad clapped his hands. “Very nice work. So how does it 
feel to have been sleeping with the son of the man who you 
said you hated? How could you hate him after daddy was so 
very generous to you? Oh and my expense | might add.” 

“You planned this all along because of money?” 

Laughing, Chad shook his head. “He gave you my 
inheritance because you were there cherished son. Funny, 
he didn’t know you were gay. Did he? Oh the little thought 
gives me tremors. Every time | fucked your ass | thought 
about daddy turning in his grave. But the money’s only a 
part of why this is so fucking fantastic. What you might not 
realize is that you gained everything | lost with my father’s 
love for you and your bitch of a mother.” 

Holy Fuck. How did he not know? Snarling, Simon took a 
step forward, willing his anger away. He had to let this play 
out his way. “You have no idea what my mother and | 
endured all those years at the hands of that madman.” 

“Well money is a very powerful healer, now isn’t it?” 
Chad chuckled. 

Simon smiled and nodded. “Like father, like son. You’re 
both freaks.” 

“Freaks? You called us freaks?” 

“Oh yeah.Freaks.” 

“Trust me. You’re the sick one, not me and now | have 
everything you’ve ever wanted including your child. | must 
admit | wasn’t expecting my fun to end so soon. You have 
one hell of an ex detective working for you. You fucking him 


yet?” Chuckling darkly Chad smiled. “Oh, | can tell you are. | 
bet he’s tasty.” 

There was something about the goading look on Chad’s 
face that made Simon snap. Rushing the man they both 
tumbled into the hallway, hitting the wall with a hard thud. 
“Fuck you!” 

“You're not worth it!” Chad hissed as he used the full 
force of his upper body strength to push Simon into the 
railing. 

A slice of pain raced up his back and Simon was barely 
able to right his body before Chad lunged. Jerking forward 
he stumbled in the darkness and went down hard just as 
Chad yanked the back of his shirt. Simon could feel the gun 
slipping from his waistband. 

“No you don’t. We finish this now!” Chad snarled. 

Kicking out, Simon connected with Chad’s chest sending 
the man reeling backward. He sucked in his breath and 
scampered to his feet just as the gun dislodged itself and 
tumbled over the edge of the stairs. “Fuck!” Now he could 
hear the cries of a terrified little girl in the background. He 
turned to face Chad and hissed. “What the fuck did you do 
to her?” 

Panting, Chad grinned. “Nothing but you’re never going 
to find out. You took everything from me! Everything and 
now | have everything you thought you had.” Racing toward 
Simon Chad managed to wrap his hands around Simon’s 
throat just as Simon stepped to the right. The angle forced 
them to tumble down the stairs. Landing with a hard thud 
Chad groaned before stumbling to his feet. “God damn 
you!” Rearing back he took a swing and connected against 
Simon’s jaw. 

A blasting of pain thrashed through Simon’s system, the 
sheer power pushing him hard against the hall table. The 
sound of the lamp crashing to the floor brought a series of 
screams from upstairs. Instantly a light was turned on and 
the stairwell was flooded with light. 


“Charlie! Stop this!” She screamed. 

Simon caught his breath and stood as he eyed Tina’s 
horrified face. 

Chad hissed and glared at her. “Get back to your room! | 
told you not to come out here.” 

“What are you going to do, beat her up again? It was 
you, wasn’t it? What you thought she came to me and told 
me didn’t you?” 

“No! This is insane. | won’t be a party to this,” Tina 
screeched. “I’m sorry, Simon. | was going to tell you but he 
threatened me. He threatened Ashley and you don’t...” 

“Shut the fuck up or l'Il make sure the money I gave you 
disappears and then so will you. You got it?” Chad snapped. 

“Fuck you!” Tina snarled, her body shaking. 

Simon stole a glance at the gun sticking out from the 
table. “I’m just here for Ashley. Tina, if you want to go with 
me that’s fine.” 

“But that little girl belongs to me and you will never...do 
you hear me NEVER get her back. She’s mine and now | 
have everything just like it should be. | can do with her 
anything and everything | want to. Got it? Everything!” 
Chad’s face was filled with glee. 

“Except she doesn’t belong to you.” 

Michael. Sucking in his breath Simon turned as the dark 
man moved out of the shadows. “How?” 

“What do you mean not mine? She is!” Chad insisted. 

“The clues weren’t hard to put together after | talked to 
Thomas Edwins and Daniel White who knew everything that 
was going on,” Michael said. 

“What? What do you mean? They betrayed me?” 
Simon’s heart skipped. This just couldn’t be happening but 
damn it all the signs were there. 

Michael nodded. “They betrayed both of you for years.” 

“Doesn't it feel nice to have so many lies around you? 
And Ashley is my child,” Chad insisted. 


“No, she’s not and you know it, Charlie. She couldn’t be 
because you can’t have children.” Michael flanked Simon’s 
side as he kept his gaze pinned on Chad. “Do you want to 
tell him or should 1?” 

Chad snarled and looked away. “There’s nothing to tell.” 

“Oh there’s plenty to tell,” Michael snorted. 

“What’s going on?” Simon asked. 

Michael turned his head slowly. “Seems there’s been a 
lot of game playing going on within the family. Sadly Simon 
you were played by more than just one man and sadly both 
of you have been made to suffer.” Lifting his head he eyed 
Tina and sighed. “Everyone.” 

“What the hell is going on?” Simon asked as he moved 
to look into Michael’s face. 

“Unfortunately Charles Buckley was indeed a very cruel 
man and when he found Charlie junior here in bed with 
another man he flipped out and damaged Charlie enough he 
can’t have children. Isn’t that right?” Michael asked quietly. 

Chad opened his mouth and then laughed. “You know 
nothing!” 

“Unfortunately | know too many things.” 

Simon looked back and forth between the two men and 
could see the panic cresting on Chad’s face. Stepping away 
he thought about the information and sighed. “So I’m her 
father?” 

“Apparently,” Michael said as he glanced up at Tina. 

Simon caught the look and as she shrunk back into the 
Shadows he sighed. “What else. | can tell there’s something 
else.” 

“My father didn’t like faggots at all. You’re right but the 
fact doesn’t matter any longer. I’ve doctored everything so 
it’s done.” 

“| don’t care about the money, Chad...Charlie, whoever 
you are. | just want Ashley. You have the money. You had 
your moment of revenge so let it go. Just let it go.” 


“Never! You don’t get it do you? That asshole took from 
me and my mother to go to you. YOU of all people. | lost my 
life and | lost my father and I...” Sobbing, Chad held out a 
clenched fist. “I blame you for everything. But | did get 
mine, didn’t I? | made sure you all paid. All of you!” 

Simon heard Michael hissing and turned to look at his 
lover. Seeing the torment in the man’s eyes he swallowed 
hard. “What don’t we both know?” 

Michael cocked his head and looked from one man to 
the other before he spoke. “Charles Buckley had one love of 
his life and one that he kept in his heart for years. She was 
the one creature he loved and yet destroyed.” 

“Yeah, my mother who’s lying on her death bed right 
now! Even after what she did he loved her!” Chad snapped. 

Michael shook his head and moved directly in front of 
Simon. “Before | say this | want you to know | have proof 
from the two remaining men who made a pact with the 
devil. The one woman Charles Buckley loved was your 
mother, Simon.” 

Stars floated in front of Simon’s eyes. Blinking furiously 
he tried to concentrate on what Michael was saying. “What 
are...what are you saying here?” 

As Michael wrapped his hand around Simon’s arm he 
nodded. “You’re Charles Buckley’s son.” 

For several seconds Simon tried to comprehend what 
he’d just heard and as his pulse raced and echoes bounced 
in the back of his mind he froze until he heard a scream. 
And then the ugly realization set in. Lifting his head the 
horror of what had happened raced through him as he 
stared at Chad. “You’re...my...brother.” Slapping his hand 
over the back of his mouth he stumbled backwards onto the 
floor. “Oh God!” 

“No!” Chad roared as he threw his head back. 

“No. Thomas Edwins is Chad’s father,” Michael said as 
he closed shook his head. So many secret and lies. I’m so 
sorry.” 


But Simon didn’t understand. Something inside 
Snapped. Unable to think clearly he grabbed the gun and as 
the world around him slowed down he rose to his feet. This 
couldn’t be happening. It just couldn’t be that... Pulling back 
the safety Simon lifted it to the side of his head. 

“No! Simon! The nightmare’s over. It’s over. It’s okay.” 
Michael reached out for him. “Listen to me. Please.” 

“You were always weak!” Chad tipped his head back. 

“This is just beginning and you're right, Chad. | was 
weak.” Simon was nothing but a shell. As he cocked the 
hammer he grinned as he watched the horror on Chad’s 
face. His life flashing in front of his eyes, he smiled just 
seconds before he pointed the gun toward Chad and pulled 
the trigger. “Chad. | have one thing to say to you,“ he 
growled, his voice laced with darkness. “I’m done.” 

Bam! 


Chapter Nine 


Michael stood gazing out his back door, reflecting on the 
past two weeks. He was amazed at the level of bullshit 
people would do and the secrets that were hidden. Rubbing 
his eyes he realized he was exhausted. From spending time 
with the police department finishing all the details to 
worrying about Simon he was running on empty. And the 
worst part about ending the case and putting the final 
pieces together was that he wasn’t entirely sure that Simon 
wanted to see him again. 

His hand shaking, this was the first time he thought 
about having a drink in ten full days yet today the demon 
was dragging him into the pit of hell hard. Fortunately with 
Chad behind bars and Tina having confessed to being 
strong-armed into the confession, Simon was at least 
content with the understanding that Ashley was okay. To his 
credit Simon wasn’t pressing charges against her and 
neither was the department. On top of it Simon had gotten 
every bit of the money back. They were small consolations 
but something in the ugly world of blackmail and revenge. 

Shaking his head he grabbed a coke and went to finish 
the paperwork. He eyed the recent check delivered by a 
courier from Simon and his heart was heavy. The note was 
short and sweet. Thank you and you’re owed more money. 
Yeah, like fifty thousand dollars meant anything to him. 
Granted with this and the notoriety he’d received after the 
media frenzy he would be set for awhile. Small things. He 
wanted more. Rubbing the tip of his finger across the seam 
of his mouth he thought about Simon and what the news 
had done to the man. Even after proof that he was the 
rightful son and that he was no blood relation to Chad, 
Simon remained ill at the thought of their sordid 
relationship. 

Snorting, Michael took a gulp of his coke. Who the hell 
wouldn’t be? Well, Daniel was on his way to being disbarred 


anyway. Both Thomas and Daniel’s lives would never be the 
same. He had to wonder whether keeping so many secrets 
was worth it for anyone. Hell, he really didn’t know what to 
think. Forcing himself to concentrate on the final papers, he 
became absorbed until he heard the front door bell. He 
gazed at his watch and realized it was after seven. Where 
had two hours gone? 

When he opened the door he couldn’t help but feel 
relieved. “Simon. | wasn’t sure if l’d ever see you again.” 

“PIL admit | was fucked up. Still am but it’s not your 
fault. You did more for me than almost anyone. | know | 
have real friends and | really appreciate that so much more 
now.” 

“Please, come in.” 

Simon nodded and gave him a sheepish look. As he 
gazed around Michael’s house he smiled. “This is so you.” 

“Not entirely sure that’s a good thing,” Michael 
chuckled. 

Turning his head slightly Simon gave him a long once 
over before he licked his lips. “That’s very good.” He placed 
his hands in his pockets and sighed. “I had to say thank 
you.” 

“You did with a large check.” His realized his voice was 
filled with a sharp edge. 

“Shit. | deserved that. I’m sorry I’ve been so out of it but 
the situation and facing the truth was a shocker. No, the 
damn shit almost killed me.” 

Michael longed to reach out to the man. Instead he 
folded his arms leaned against the wall. “I can imagine. | 
know finding out this crap has been rough on you. How’s 
Ashley?” Seeing Simon’s face light up sent a thrill down his 
spine. 

“Well | had paternity test done even though we know 
Chad...Charles isn’t the father but finding out definitively 
will make me more comfortable. The good news is that the 


papers have been expedited for the adoption. That’ll be 
done day after tomorrow.” 

“That’s fantastic! This calls for a celebration. If | had 
anything to drink abound here...” Michael clenched his fist 
and opened his mouth to say something but the adoption 
would make everything formal. Thank God all the shit would 
be over with. 

Simon held up his hand. “I don’t need one. | am getting 
my life back on track and if you taught me one thing it’s 
that life is about love. | want to share and enjoy and learn 
how to be a good father.” Laughing, he shook his head. 
“That might take me a while.” 

Michael eased forward and for what had to be the first 
time in his life he felt damn good. “No. You’re going to be a 
great father. I’m so happy.” 

“I owe so much of it to you for believing in me.” Simon 
turned to face him and grinned. “I don’t know what this 
means but if the offer is still good I’d like to get to know you 
more. Maybe we could spend some time together.” 

“I'd like nothing more.” Michael slowly closed the 
distance and inhaled deeply. The musky scent of the man 
alone was enough to drive him crazy. But he knew that 
Simon needed space and time. Taking a single finger he 
brushed the tip across Simon’s cheek and down to his lips, 
Sliding around Simon’s lips in lazy circles. 

Simon exhaled and darted his tongue out licking 
Michael’s finger. His body visibly shaking, he opened and 
closed his eyes as he reached out and wrapped his arm 
around Michael’s waist drawing him into the heat of his 
body. “I told you once | want to feel alive again. Now | want 
to live and | want to enjoy with you. I’m not telling you it’s 
going to be easy but | want to try. | have to for Ashley and 
for me.” 

Michael’s heart thumped in his chest as he nodded. “I’m 
glad.” He captured Simon’s mouth and allowed the kiss to 


be a gentle moment shared between them, not pushing. 
And yet Simon wanted more. 

As Simon pressed his tongue deep into Michael’s mouth 
he slid his hand down to cup Michael’s ass as he ground his 
hips back and forth. Closing his eyes he moaned into the 
kiss 

The friction sent a series of shivers down Michael’s 
spine catching his breath and as his hunger flared he 
brushed his hands through Simon’s hair, relishing in the 
softness of the man’s curls before easing the flat of his 
hands down the length of Simon’s back to cup and squeeze 
the man’s carved ass cheeks. Their tongues entwining, he 
drank in the heady essence of Simon until he was left 
breathless. His cock ached to the point he longed to ravage 
the man but he knew he needed Simon to take control or 
risk losing him. 

When Simon broke the kiss he sighed and opened his 
eyes, smiling as he blinked. “You taste so damn good. Shit.” 
Inching back, he grazed his fingers all the way down 
Michael’s chest to his stomach and back up before locking 
his gaze on Michael’s eyes as his face grew full of mischief. 
“Anyone ever tell you how damn sexy you are?” 

Surprised, Michael snorted and took a step back. “Not 
lately.” 

“Stupid, stupid people.” Taking a step forward he began 
unbuttoning Michael’s shirt as he licked his lips. When he 
was done he tugged the tail from the man’s jeans before 
pushing the shirt off of Michael’s shoulders, allowing gravity 
to take it to the floor. “Damn sexy.” 

Michael shivered as he allowed the man to take control 
and yet his blood sizzled in anticipation. This was going to 
be delicious indeed. 

Simon drew his own shirt off and tossed it to the floor 
before sliding his hand down to cup and caress Michael’s 
jean covered cock. “You want something?” 

“More than you know.” 


“Then undress.” 

Michael tipped his head back and laughed before 
nodding. Shoeless, he unfastened his jeans and gave Simon 
a show as he unzipped them slowly before peeling them 
down past his hips, thankful he’d gone commando today. 

“My, oh my,” Simon breathed. “You are better looking 
that | remembered.” 

“Now you.” Pointing up and down the length of Simon’s 
body he gave the man a salacious grin. “Or else.” 

“I think | like that.” 

“Good cause there’s more of this when you want.” 
Preening, Michael loved the way Simon stared at him. There 
was something so incredible about being with Simon that he 
was afraid the bubble would burst. When Simon was fully 
undressed he stood admiring the man. Simon managed to 
be carved and very masculine but with a sensuous look held 
by so few men in his opinion. Rubbing his hands down to his 
own shaft he stroked the base as he swayed his hips back 
and forth teasing and hopefully tempting. 

“Whew.” Shaking his head back and forth Simon’s face 
flushed. 

“What?” He lifted his cock in a blatant invitation and 
knew he was getting to the man. “You want this?” 

“More than you know.” Closing the distance Simon 
licked his lips and nipped Michael’s bottom lip, dragging the 
tender flesh between his teeth before lowering his head and 
licking along the edge of Michael’s chin. 

The effect caused Michael’s dick to stand at full 
attention. He allowed the man to play and touch, tweaking 
his nipples between his fingers until the slice of pain 
became a heady aphrodisiac. This was far too good to 
waste. The second Simon’s hand cupped and squeezed his 
balls he shuddered as a series of stars floated past his eyes. 
“Shit!” 

“Am | getting to you?” 

“Uh-huh.” 


“You want more?’ Simon breathed as he pumped all the 
way up to the tip of Michael’s shaft and allowed a single 
finger to slide back and forth across the sensitive slit. 

“Uh...yeah...much more.” 

“Then you're going to have to suck me.” 

His eyes opening wide, Michael was surprised about 
Simon’s husky and very commanding tone and so he 
accepted with pleasure. This was Simon’s re-awakening into 
life. Who was he kidding? This incredible moment of 
intimacy was for both of them. Dropping to his knees he 
gazed at the man’s shaft and sucked in his breath. The 
wafting of their combined sexes floated between them and 
for an instant Michael was mesmerized by the sheer power 
of his feelings. He wrapped his hand around the base of 
Simon’s cock and brought the tip to his lips, dragging his 
tongue back and forth across the slit, savoring the rich 
flavor. He eased his other hand down between Simon’s legs 
patting first one and the other thigh in a request to open his 
legs. 

Simon groaned as he moved his feet apart and brushed 
his hands through Michael’s hair, finally intertwining his 
fingers in the man’s long locks. “God, I’ve wanted nothing 
more than for you to suck me.” 

Taking just Simon’s cockhead into his mouth Michael 
sucked as he ran his fingers up and down the length of 
Simon’s shaft. Swirling his tongue around in lazy circles, he 
closed his eyes and envisioned taking the man just as he did 
before, hard. He pulled out the tip and used his teeth to 
graze down the underside to Simon’s balls, taking first one 
and the other into his mouth and sucking. 

“You're so...damn good...at this...” Simon panted as he 
jutted his hips forward as a brazen offering to suck him. 

Michael needed no further encouragement. He engulfed 
Simon’s cock, taking him half way down as he relaxed his 
throat and used his strong jaw muscles to suck him in 
deeper. 


“Oh yeah...suck me,” Simon hissed as he tossed his 
head back. 

Drawing him almost all the way out Michael licked 
across the slit and the first drops of pre-cum were his 
reward. The flavor was a musky reminder of everything he 
craved and as he drank in the sweetness he pumped the 
base of Simon’s cock as he took Simon’s shaft back into his 
wet mouth, relaxing his throat. 

Simon groaned and gazed down at his lover and slowly 
began to thrust into the man’s mouth, each stroke forcing 
Michael to suck more and more of him. “Yes...oh yes...” 

Michael allowed the man to take full control and as he 
gazed up at Simon’s heated face a series of electric jolts 
pulsed through his body as he smiled inside, a warmth filling 
him he hadn't felt in so very long. 

In and out Simon plunged as he tossed his head back 
and grunted, his hands gripping the sides of Michael’s head. 
“God...oh God!” He continued the manic thrusts as his 
breathing became ragged. And suddenly he just stopped, 
pulling his cock completely from Michael’s mouth. 

Michael gasped. “What? Is something wrong?” 

Chuckling, Simon shook his head. “Wrong? Hell no. | just 
want to fuck you.” 

Hearing the almost crude words coming from Simon’s 
mouth made Michael laugh but he somehow realized that 
his lover simply needed to be in control of his own pleasure 
and in a sense his own destiny. He stood slowly, his legs 
Shaking and held out his hand. “Then let’s go to my 
bedroom.” 

Nodding, Simon took his hand and sighed as if in 
contentment. 

Michael led him into the bedroom and turned to watch 
as he turned on the soft glow of the bedside table. “I want 
to see you when you fuck me.” Just saying to the words he 
could see how Simon smiled from the inside out. Michael 


was giving the man all the room and the control in the world 
and it seemed to be a freeing moment. 

Simon pushed him gently onto the bed on his back 
before crawling onto the bed. “I can’t wait to be inside of 
you.” Taking just the tip of one finger he brushed it up the 
inside of first one of Michael’s inner thighs and then the 
other before circling the man’s balls. 

Shivering from the feathered touches Michael inhaled 
and knew he was going to go into a dreamy state. He closed 
his eyes and allowed Simon to touch him, knead and caress 
and press a series of kisses and licks up and down his legs 
and stomach. Every part of his body was on fire. Michael 
finally opened his eyes and as he watched every move 
Simon made from the way he licked across his stomach and 
down to his cock to the gentle yet practiced touches he 
knew he could fall in love with this man. In truth, he already 
had. 

“I can’t wait any longer.” 

“Then don’t.” 

Nodding, Simon lifted Michael’s legs and pressed them 
back against Michael’s chest. He slid his fingers down the 
crack of Michael’s ass with one hand as he pressed several 
of his own fingers into his mouth with the other. 

There was something so beautiful and cathartic about 
the way Simon was taking control and time seemed to stand 
still as Simon slowly grazed his fingers down to Michael’s 
dark hole, just darting the tips inside. Michael groaned. It 
had been far too long since a man had taken him this way 
and his mouth watered in anticipation. “Yyyeeesss...” 

“Seems like you want something,” Simon teased as he 
pressed the tip of a finger further inside. 

A slice of discomfort washed into his body and yet it 
there was such tender pleasure Michael knew he was going 
to be lost to the sheer bliss of rapture. “Yes. Don’t you?” 

Simon chuckled. “Yes and | plan on having all | crave.” 
Adding two more fingers, he slipped them further inside 


Michael’s ass as he leaned over and licked around Michael’s 
mouth, darting his tongue just inside. “All that | want.” 

Dear God he hoped so. As Simon pushed further, hitting 
the tight ring of muscle Michael sucked in his breath as his 
legs quaked. “Shit...oh...” 

“So tight.” In and out Simon thrust until he plunged 
back the ring as he tossed his head back. “Yyyeeesss.” 

Michael arched his back as he held his legs back and 
opened them further allowing his lover to take all of him. 
Every emotion thrashed through his body as an electric 
current reminded him of just how incredible this was. 

Minutes later Simon replaced his fingers with the tip of 
his cock, placing it just inside. “I want you so damn bad.” It 
was as if the admittance was a powerful shock to Simon’s 
body and the second he impaled Michael’s ass in one hard, 
deep stroke he roared, his ragged voice scuttling into the 
dense air. “Yyyyeeessss!” 

Michael hissed from the pain but there was nothing like 
the incredible tingles that pulsed through his body the 
second his ass muscles clenched around the thick invasion. 

Simon drew all the way out and repeated the move, 
Slapping his balls hard against Michael’s ass. Grunting, he 
dropped his head and allowed his damp hair to slide back 
and forth across Michael’s chest. 

“God...yes...yes...” Michael clawed his own skin as the 
pain and pleasure mixed together until he was lost in the 
drift of ecstasy. 

Harder and faster he plunged, driving Michael into the 
soft confines of the bedding as he moaned. “Fuck...oh 
yeah...” 

The intensity was enough that Michael could barely 
focus and as he lay panting, allowing Simon to take all of 
him that he needed, he simply smiled. There was nothing 
better than this. The sound of Simon’s balls flapping against 
his ass was a calling of their lust and for some reason 
Michael wanted the man to be nothing but savage. 


Simon clawed the bedding as he lifted his body up and 
switched the angle. “Can’t hold it... much longer.” 

The effect dragged the tip of Simon’s cock back and 
forth across Michael’s prostate until he was left breathless 
and panting. “Oh...oh...aaaahhh!” 

Simon moaned and hissed, his body shaking until he 
suddenly stopped and opened his eyes wide. “Fuck!” 
Erupting into Michael’s ass he allowed a long breath to 
escape as he continued thrusting in almost savage plunges. 

His blood pumping, echoes bounced in Michael’s ears 
and he licked his dry lips as the feel of hot cum filling his 
dark cavern was almost breathtaking. “Oh...God...” 

Simon dropped his head and panted. “I could do that 
forever.” 

“And I'd...let you.” 

Moments later Simon moved beside his lover and eased 
his arm over Michael’s chest as his breathing remained 
raspy. 

Michael sighed in contentment and closed his eyes. He 
could hear the sound of their hearts beating in unison and 
from somewhere a wave of pure peace fell over both men. 
Sated, he closed his eyes until he heard the words. 

“| love you.” 

Michael found Simon sitting in the kitchen the next 
morning, his head down. Instantly he was alarmed. Had he 
hurt the man? Had he pushed him away? “Simon? Are you 
okay?” 

Simon didn’t react. 

Easing forward he sucked in his breath and could see 
that Simon was staring down at an envelope. “What’s that?” 

Simon finally lifted his head and shifted. “I have the 
paternity test. | came over yesterday to have you with me 
when | opened it to see the results. | guess | kinda got 
sidetracked.” Chuckling, the tone was laced with a ragged 
husk. 


The man was more than terrified and suddenly so was 
Michael. “We did. | enjoyed every minute. | don’t know 
about you.” Placing his hand on Simon’s shoulder he 
squeezed if for no other reason than comfort. God he 
realized he was shaking. He bit back a moan knowing he 
had to be strong for his lover. 

Simon leaned his head against Michael. “Oh God, yes. 
What we shared was just what | needed. You know | know 
this sounds crazy but making love with you gave me some 
weird kind of strength.” 

“Just made me hornier,” Michael breathed, allowing his 
tone to be as sexually charged as possible. 

Gazing into Michael’s eyes Simon grinned. “Me too.” He 
continued rubbing his finger back and forth across the 
envelope. 

“Well. | think you need to open that. Or maybe not. 
You're the father so what’s on that paper is merely going to 
give you a sense of comfort. Then again why bother?” 
Michael eased into the chair opposite Simon and leaned 
forward. Was he even making any sense? 

“I Suppose.” 

“I’m here with you.” 

“I know you are and | love you for caring so damn 
much,” Simon said as he stole a glance. 

“Tell me something. Does it matter if you’re the father 
or not given that Tina is moving for the with the adoption?” 

Simon considered the question. “You know | tried to tell 
myself it wouldn’t but since the results came almost a week 
early and before the adoption I’d have to do the right thing. 
You know? I’ve lived with one too many lies. | don’t want 
Ashley to have them. | want her precious little life to be filed 
with love and honesty.” 

Michael nodded. “I hope | can share that with you. 
Maybe if you want?” 

Simon reached out and cupped Michael’s chin. “I meant 
what | said. | know some will call me doing some heavy 


rebounding but | know you’re a wonderful man and an 
honest man and | adore you. No, I’m falling in love with you 
and | hope that Ashley and | can be your family.” 

Hearing the words alone was enough to still Michael’s 
heart but Simon’s face was so full of love and yet terror that 
it almost broke Michael. Why was life wonderful and cruel? 
“I'd love that. I’d love nothing more in truth.” 

Simon nodded and with a shaky hand held out the 
envelope. “The will you do the honors? Please? Then you 
can just throw it away and we'll celebrate.” 

Michael shuddered but took the envelope and stood on 
Shaky legs. “I’d be happy to tell you about your daughter.” 
As he ripped open the envelope he kept his eyes pinned on 
Simon. “Remember, you are one special man.” 

“I feel that way around you and | feel love. Thank you 
for bringing me back from hell. Thank you for being my 
friend.” 

Slowly Michael dropped his gaze to the paper as his 
heart raced. 

“And?” 

“And...you’re the father of one beautiful girl,” Michael 
gasped. 

“Thank you, God!” Dropping his head Simon wept, the 
ragged sound of his breathing filling the kitchen. 

Every part of his body shaking Michael stared back 
down at the paper and held back his emotions. 

The confirmed father of Ashley Marianne Young is 
Thomas Edwins. The test is ninety nine percent accurate. 

His blood chilling, Michael quietly folded the paper and 
placed it in the back of his jeans. He was more than done 
with bullshit. The man deserved happiness for once in his 
fucking life. Right? “You know what? This calls for a 
celebration.” 

“You're right.” 

Seeing Simon’s face, so full of life and love, he knew 
he’d made the right choice. Yes he had. But Michael prayed 


to God the decision wouldn’t come back to haunt him. 
Secrets and lies... 


The End 
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